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Abstract

The State of Louisiana and the national media has claimed that the community
resettlement of Isle de Jean Charles (IDJC) is an example of a ‘model resettlement’ for
communities experiencing the impacts of climate change. At the outset, the project was
advocated and led by the tribal leadership of the Isle de Jean Charles Band of the BiloxiChitimacha-Choctaw Tribe. Although, through the course of the resettlement the
supposed partnership between the State of Louisiana and the Tribe has dissolved. This
study seeks to provide a robust and in-depth understanding of the planning and
implementation process of the IDJC resettlement to inform future climate relocations.
To interrogate the power dynamics and motivations of different actors, I
employed a multiple-methods approach involving discourse and content analysis to
examine the policy, cartographic, and media narratives of place and their material
implications for the resettlement plans, process, and possible future outcomes. I present a
three-part theoretical framework that incorporates Indigenized Environmental Justice,
sense of place theory, and critical cartography to interrogate rootedness, power, and the
construction of place on Isle de Jean Charles and in the resettlement community, the New
Isle.
I found that while the State of Louisiana uses multiple forms of outreach and
engagement within the planning process of the IDJC resettlement, this ultimately leads to
the erasure of the Tribal community through multiple layers of injustice. The findings
revealed several key differences in the discourse between the state and tribal resettlement
i

policies including the goals around a ‘holistic’ resettlement, the roles of water and
wetlands, and the definitions of key words such as ‘community’ and ‘stakeholder’. The
differences showcased These narratives were further made real through topographic maps
and the media articles which presented two contested narratives of place— an Indigenous
perspective and a settler colonial understanding. Ultimately, it was the State of Louisiana,
not the Tribe, who exerted greater power in the shaping of the resettlement plans and
processes to fit their constructed meanings of place. In this way, the IDJC resettlement is
a model of resettlement which reinforced settler colonial practices and perpetuated
environmental injustices on the Isle de Jean Charles Band of the Biloxi-ChitimachaChoctaw Tribe.
I call for deeper scrutiny of the language and discourses used within community
resettlement plans in the future. In order to address previous (and current) harms due to
displacement, I make further recommendations to amend the relationship between the US
and Tribal communities in ways which fosters Indigenous sovereignty and Indigenized
environmental justice. Finally, I propose the reconceptualization of resettlement as an
opportunity for regeneration as ‘site expansion’ and not site abandonment.
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Chapter 1 Introduction to Climate-Induced Resettlement
Earth— its lands, oceans, and climate — is rapidly changing. The loss of land due
to sea level rise, storm surges due to intensifying hurricanes, and catastrophic flooding
events have already put much of the inhabitants of the coastal United States1 at high risk
of exposure to physical hazards. In a groundbreaking study, Hauer et al. (2016)
determined that over 13.1 million people will be displaced by 1.8 meters of sea level rise
(SLR) in the US by 2100. This study and others like it, tell a precautionary tale about the
need for immediate climate change adaptations. Louisiana is one at-risk location that has
begun addressing this immediate need.
This geographic location was chosen for this study because Louisiana has been
described as the “front lines of climate change” (Soqo, 2019) and is one of the most
physically vulnerable locations in the US. Louisiana is at extreme risk for coastal, fluvial,
and pluvial flooding events (LA SAFE, 2019). It has also been frequently described as
the most flood-prone state in the U.S (Alipour et al., 2020). Current climate models
expect this trend to continue, “the state’s climate forecast predicts a sea level rise of about
1.41 and 2.72 feet by 2067. This could place more than 1.2 million people at risk of
coastal flooding” (Boyd, 2019). Figure 1 represents one of the models used to anticipate
such scenarios.
In 2019, the state government adopted the Louisiana’s Strategic Adaptations for
Future Environments (LA SAFE) plan to address future flooding risks of six coastal

1

In the following study I use settler place names, including Louisiana and the United States, to situate the
reader, but I recognize that these are a function of settler colonialism and the use of these place names have
assisted in the erasure of Indigenous Peoples.
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parishes (LA SAFE, 2019). In the regional LA SAFE plan titled “Our Land and Water”,
it provides recommendations for potential mitigation and adaptation strategies such as:
elevating houses, new urban centers, restructuring of transportation networks, and
voluntary property acquisitions, also called buyouts (LA SAFE, 2019). Louisiana is also
the first state in the US using federal funds to implement a community-wide resettlement
on Isle de Jean Charles (IDJC) as an adaptation to coastal land loss and SLR.

Figure 1- A map of Terrebone Parish in southeastern Louisiana with the predicted flooding depths based
on a 100-year storm in the year 2067. Source: OCD, 2019.

Isle de Jean Charles (IDJC), often called simply “the Island”, is a low-lying island
located off the coast of southeastern Louisiana about 80 miles southwest from New
Orleans. Once a thriving bayou, which supported the lifeways of the Isle de Jean Charles
Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Indian Tribe (here-on called “the Tribe”2), is
experiencing existential land loss. In 2020, the island encompassed 320 acres with 0.25
miles wide and 2 miles across. Previously measuring 22,000 of acres, the current island

2

This language was intentionally chosen to honor the self-defined expression of the Isle de Jean Charles
Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe. The terminology used to describe the original caretakers of
the land is context-dependent and different words have varying implications among groups. For further
discussion on this issue please see: Gilio-Whitaker, 2019.
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represents a 98 percent reduction in total land area (OCD, 2020). The extreme loss of
land has often been credited to sea level rise due to anthropogenic climate change (LA
SAFE, 2019), yet many experts also attribute land loss to subsidence exacerbated by
canal dredging for the prolific oil and gas exploration and exploitation in the region
(Boyd, 2019; Maldonado, 2018). Additional causes of the land loss are due to coastal
erosion from dike and levee systems that disrupt the seasonal replenishment of sediment
from the flooding of the Mississippi River Delta (Dixon et al., 2006).
This crisis gained national media attention when the State of Louisiana, in
partnership with the Tribe and supporting organizations, were awarded $48.3 million in
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) funds as a winner of the National
Disaster Resilience Competition (NDRC) in January 2016. The voluntary relocation of
the community is currently ongoing (as of the writing of this master’s thesis in May
2022) with the construction of resident households expected to be completed by
September 2022. Even before the conclusion of the project, the IDJC resettlement has
been put on a pedestal as an example of “model resettlement” within the United States
(US) (Davenport & Robertson, 2016). As such, there is much to learn from the power
dynamics, conflicts, and successes of the “first of its kind” climate-induced resettlement
while it is taking place in the United States (Crepelle, 2018; Jessee, 2020). In the
following chapter, I will explore previous examples of climate-induced resettlement and
explain how the IDJC community resettlement is a unique approach in the US.
1.1 A Note About Terminology

3

Among climate change adaptation planners and practitioners there is debate about
the terms used to describe climate-induced mobility. Examples of this movement include
but are not limited to managed/planned retreat, managed/planned resettlement, managed
realignment, climate relocation, and climate migration. While it is common to use these
words interchangeably, each term may elicit particular narratives. Words have power
(Foucault, 1982) and the use or misuse of terms can benefit powerful groups as well as
perpetuate inequities of historically marginalized groups. In the case of managed retreat,
the issues are two-fold. First, the term managed implies a top-down power structure were
the risk-bearer community is being acted upon (Maldonado et al., 2020). ‘Managed’ is
disempowering language which frames communities as vulnerable and in need of
assistance from a more powerful agent. Additionally, it perpetuates structural violence
and colonialism for historically marginalized communities such as Black and Indigenous
groups in the United States (Maldonado et al., 2020). Second, the word ‘retreat’ to some
invokes a negative narrative where the location must be ‘sacrificed’ for the survival of the
community while others view it as a dignified exit (Ajibade et al. 2020).
Furthermore, it is also important to distinguish the differences between climate
migration and the other commonly used terms for climate-induced resettlement. Ajibade
et al. (2020) argued climate migration has different causes, funding sources, protected
rights, goals, and usually different outcomes from planned resettlement. One of the main
differences between these mobilities is the lack of institutional support and funding for
climate migrants. Climate migrants, sometimes called climate refugees, are not a
protected status recognized by the United Nations (Atapattu, 2020). It often involves the
4

movement of individuals or households toward locations with perceived better
livelihoods. On the other hand, the goal of climate-induced resettlement (managed
retreat) is to collectively resettle and improve the livelihoods of an entire community
through a structured process (Ajibade et al., 2020). Therefore, the resettlement of Isle de
Jean Charles is not an act of climate migration, but that of a climate-induced planned
resettlement.
After conferring with two experts familiar with Isle de Jean Charles Resettlement,
they vehemently recommended removing the managed retreat language and framing from
this study. I strongly believe in deferring to the wishes of the community in regards to
language, and as such, throughout this study I will be using a combination of climateinduced or planned resettlement/relocation. Climate-induced will often be used to
identify the causality of this type of resettlement to distinguish this movement from
development-induced displacement and resettlement (DIDR). Finally, in this study
resettlement and relocation are treated as synonyms and will be used interchangeably.
1.2 Climate-Induced Resettlement
Planned resettlement is an emergent adaptation policy that has been gaining in
popularity with city planners, disaster risk reduction specialists, climate adaptation
practitioners, and academics over the last two decades as the frequency and intensity of
climate change impacts increase. The goals and implementation of climate-induced
relocation varies widely across geographic locations and stakeholders, but usually
involves planning and oversight from government institutions (Sipe & Vella, 2014;
Mortreux et al., 2018) and sometimes incorporates community participation (Alexander
5

et al., 2012; Maldonado et al., 2019; Nichols, 2019). Some examples of planned
resettlement include: community relocation after a disaster (Ahmed & McEvoy, 2014;
Iuchi, 2014; Fan, 2015; Carrasco et al., 2016), resettlement due to sea level rise and/or
land loss (Connell & Lutkehaus, 2017; Albert et al., 2018), livelihood improvement
projects for informal settlers (Arnall, 2014; Tadgell et al., 2017), the removal of
protective structures for ecological restoration (Weisner & Sehernewski, 2013; Virgin et
al., 2020), and the movement of infrastructure inland away from threats (Allen, 2019).
While planned resettlement has been used for decades, the limitations of this
policy have been well accounted for in academic literature. Cases of ‘success’ are
difficult to determine and context-dependent. Leading frameworks for successful
resettlement often contradict each other on the motivations, strategies, trade-offs, and
goals for different groups. For example, Arnall (2019) asserts that relocation should only
be used as a ‘last resort’ while others found that anticipatory resettlement allows for a
longer planning process and opportunities for more community involvement (RuppArmstrong and Nicholls, 2007; Carrasco et al., 2016). Undesirable results were often seen
in cases where resettlement was reactive to an intense natural hazard such as
typhoons/hurricanes (Carrasco et al., 2016; Santiago et al., 2018), tsunamis (Ahmed
&McEvoy, 2014), and landslides (Huang, 2018; Prasain, 2018). Using relocation as a
form of disaster recovery can severely shorten the length of the planning process. After
the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, officials in India and Sri Lanka focused on the provision
of housing over reliable water, electrical or sanitation infrastructure or culturally relevant
community land use planning (Ahmed &McEvoy, 2014). Thus, often the trade-off with
6

reactive policies is the quick movement of large groups of people result in patterns of
return to the original hazardous location when their needs are unmet in the resettlement
location (Cuadra et al., 2015; Connell & Lutkehaus, 2017; Ajibade, 2019).
Post-disaster resettlement also brings to question the concept of voluntariness into
the relocation literature as the aid for displaced communities is only provided to those in
resettlements and not those who remain in the destroyed, blighted locations such as in
Rwanda (Gebauer & Doevenspeck, 2015) and Malawi (Nicholson, 2021). This
phenomenon has also been described as immobile or ‘trapped populations’ (Black et al.,
2013; Black & Collyer, 2014). In the case of IDJC, the participation in the resettlement is
‘voluntary’, but the caveat is that the state plans to remove services, including future
climate mitigation and the repair of infrastructure, to the remaining residents on the
Island. The removal of government support is a tactic similar to other resettlement
schemes which relocated multiple remote communities to consolidated resettlement
villages as a means of poverty reduction. The level of voluntariness in these instances
have been questioned by previous studies such as the large-scale environmental
resettlements in China (Dickinson & Weber, 2007; Guo & Kapucu, 2015) or the
Maldives (Azfa et al., 2022; Kothari, 2014).
Additional cases of involuntary resettlement can be seen in the blatant use
violence and government-sponsored violence in countries such as Malawi (Kita, 2017),
Rwanda (Gebauer & Doevenspeck, 2015), Nigeria (Ajibade, 2019), Sri Lanka (Fernando,
2018) and India (Inks, 2021). Ajibade (2019) illustrates this case in metro Manila,
Philippines which forcibly removed the poor from at-risk coastal areas to standardized
7

housing settlements outside the city that lacked social services and livelihood
opportunities. While this example did mitigate the physical risk of natural hazards, it did
place the participants at a higher level of social and economic risks (Ajibade, 2019;
Ajibade et al., 2020). Most scholars would agree that successful climate-induced
resettlement goes beyond the moving of a group from point A to point B and therefore,
the incorporation of multi-faceted livelihood planning is usually regarded as best practice.
One model frequently used by resettlement scholars is Cernea’s Impoverishment
Risks and Reconstruction (IRR) conceptual framework (Cernea, 1997). IRR is based on
social justice theory and stresses the equitable distribution of the risk and benefits of
resettlement to the affected communities. Originally created for DIDR, IRR can also be
applied to cases of climate-induced resettlement. The framework presents eight risks
associated with resettlement and reframes them as opportunities to reconstruct
livelihoods: from landlessness to land-based reestablishment; from joblessness to
reemployment; from homelessness to house reconstruction; from social disarticulation to
community reconstruction; from marginalization to social inclusion; from expropriation
to restoration of community assets; from food insecure to adequate nutrition; and from
increased morbidity to better health care (Cernea, 1997). A common approach to address
many of these risks in resettlement is through the protection of land as a function of
people’s livelihoods.
The granting of land tenure and private property rights are characteristic of
climate-induced resettlement policies across the globe (Ajibade et al., 2020). The
protection for land as property is seen in programs such as monetary compensation for
8

the home’s previous value in the US (Marino, 2018), land or housing swaps in Australia
(Okada et al. 2014), and the provision of secure housing to informal settlers (Santiago et
al., 2018; Miller & Dun, 2019). Programs which either provided housing or monetary
compensation may ultimately support pathways to homeownership, but in many cases the
resettlement locations posed new physical and/or livelihood risks to the displaced
populations which resulted in the return of residents to previously vacated lands (Dun,
2011; Carrasco et al., 2016; Ajibade, 2019). In IDJC, land is integral to the planning of
the resettlement. This can be seen through the allotment of newly constructed houses in
the resettlement, the continued ownership and access to previous residences on the Island,
and the inclusion of public parks and natural spaces in the planning of the new
resettlement.
A similar respect for public spaces was accounted for in some relocation schemes.
For example, in Sri Lanka several sites incorporated communal space such as parks,
playgrounds, and libraries into the designs, but these spaces were often neglected and
under-utilized because this use of public space was not culturally significant to the
communities (Ahmed & McEvoy 2014). Similarly, the planners for resettlement in the
Philippines prioritized density of housing instead of access to communal plots or gardens
forcing residents to independently modify their structures to allow for garden space
(Carrasco et al., 2016). In both cases, the lack of community input in the planning
process resulted in the inefficient use of land and space.
However, not all cases of climate-induced relocation involve the movement of
people. Often referred to as managed realignment, it involves the decommissioning,
9

abandonment, and/or destruction of coastal defense infrastructure such as dams or levees
in favor of natural floodplain systems (Weisner et al., 2013). This strategy is common in
Europe, including France (Fouqueray et al., 2018); the United Kingdom (MacDonald et
al., 2020; Thaler, 2021); Germany (Weisner & Schernewski, 2013; Mayr et al., 2020);
and Portugal (Sousa et al., 2020). In the US, a similar relocation of infrastructure was
undertaken in California called the Devil’s Slide Realignment project which moved a
vulnerable coastal highway inland to reduce repair costs and build structural resilience.
Other common forms of climate-induced resettlement in the US are motivated by
ecological restoration usually after the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
flood acquisitions, also known as buyouts. Often the vacated land remains as sacrificial
land used to fortify natural flood zone practices (Maly & Ishikawa, 2013). In U.K., the
sacrificial land is further restored to improve sediment deposits (Hazelden & Boorman,
2001; Andrews et al., 2006; Morris, 2012) and provide valuable wetland habitat for flora
and fauna (Luisetti et al., 2011). This return to a more ‘natural’ state is also supported
through the creation and maintenance of public parks or wildlife protection areas (Zavar
& Hagelman, 2016). Unlike an individual FEMA buyout, the IDJC resettlement
showcases the opportunity of the relocation of an entire community to a safer location. In
the following chapter, I will further explore IDJC as a case study for resettlement within
the US. First, I describe an integrated understand of the social, cultural, ecological,
physical, and political dimensions of IDJC. This is followed by an in-depth discussion
about the several layers of disaster which formed the conditions necessary for the Tribe to
a pursue a community-scale relocation.
10

Chapter 2 Isle de Jean Charles as a Case Study for Resettlement
To comprehensively understand IDJC as a place, I will describe the history of the
Island as an integrated story without classifications which separate the people from the
land or environment3. This approach allows me to interrogate the Island as a ‘holistic’
socio-ecological landscape imbued with meaning instead of classifications which
separate people from the land. In this chapter, I also address the cascading events which
culminate in multiple forms of disaster in this landscape such as the effects of
colonization, exploitation from the oil industry, and anthropogenic climate change which
ultimately caused the relocation of the community. This is followed by an in-depth
account of the resettlement timeline from 1998 to 2022 which documents the community
engagement and planning process with the residents of IDJC.
2.1 Background of IDJC
Isle de Jean Charles (i.e. The Island) is a barrier island located off the southern
coast of Louisiana in the Gulf of Mexico (figure 2). The Island is in Terrebonne Parish, or
“good earth” in French, named by the French colonial settlers because of the rich layers
of topsoil from the seasonal flooding of the Mississippi River. It is surrounded by
wetlands, locally called bayous, a Choctaw Indian word describing the persistent flowing
of a stream in conjunction with the movement of the tides (Vélez-Ibáñez, 2004 as cited in
Maldonado & Peterson, 2018). The bayous were once home to a variety of plant and
animal species which supported tribal lifeways such as crabbing, fishing, basket weaving,

3

This is an intentional choice to respect and honor Indigenous worldviews and perceptions. To gain a
deeper understanding of this topic please see: Deloria, 2003 or Kimmerer, 2013.
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and boatbuilding. Due to ongoing environmental degradation, these activities are now
threatened or nonexistent.

Figure 2- Aerial photograph of Isle de Jean Charles, Louisiana. Source:
http://www.isledejeancharles.com/

The majority of residents that reside on IDJC are affiliated with the Isle de Jean
Charles Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe (BCC). The Island lies between
the Bayou St. Jean Charles and the Louisiana mainland which creates a natural barrier
between the Tribe and outsiders. The physical seclusion of the Island was what allowed
for the community to escape racially motivated discrimination and persecution such as
the Indian Removal Act of 1830. The preceding section (2.2) will further explore the
effects of settler colonialism as a forms of cascading disasters on the Island.
Before 1876, the state of Louisiana had declared the Island “uninhabitable
swampland”. Afterwards, the land was purchasable by private landowners including
Native Americans who before that time were not able to own property. The first to
inhabit the land were the Frenchman Jean Marie Naquin and Pauline Verdin, a Native
American, and their children. The first people of the Island were the Naquins, and then
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the Dardars and the Chaissons, all of which have direct descendants that are (or have
recently been) residents of IDJC. In 1910, the land was named Isle á Jean Charles after
the founder’s father by group consensus.
At its peak IDJC was home to about 300 families, but in 2020 only 20 families
(about 60 people) remain. These current numbers are only a fraction of the Tribal
membership which is estimated to be around 600 persons in 2019 (Maldonado, 2019).
The Island used to have a church, community center, and school, but now the only
business that still remains is the marina. The sharp decline of the population has been
attributed to an increased frequency of natural hazards, such as flooding and intense
hurricanes, as well as failing infrastructure projects such as the single road, simply called
the Island Road, which connects the Island to the mainland. In the following section, I
explain consequences of the multiple layers of disaster experienced in IDJC and how
each ultimately led to the decision to relocate away from the Island.
2.2 The Production of a Disposable Landscape
2.2.1 Settler Colonialism
In simple terms, settler colonialism is understood as a system of oppression
whereby one group occupies the territory of another. In the US, settler colonialism has
taken many forms since the initial colonization by white European settlers in the 16th
century. A pervasive form of settler colonialism is the dispossession of Native lands for
the use and appropriation by poor, landless white people (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). As Tuck
& Yang (2012) explain “the disruption of Indigenous relationships to land represents a
profound epistemic, ontological, cosmological violence” (p. 5). In this way, the
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dispossession of Native land should be understood as an act of genocide which requires
the removal and erasure of the Native (Wolfe, 2006). This perpetuates the logic that
through the genocide of the Native, settlers will ‘rightfully’ inherit the Native lands and
its resources (Smith 2012; Whyte 2018).
Indigenous lands have not only been physically and forcefully captured, but
Indigenous space has also been colonized (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). Tuhiwai Smith (1999)
explains that settler colonization has radically altered the Indigenous worldview, land,
and people in the “spatial image of the West” (p. 51). This includes the arrangement of
nature and its intended purpose to be useful or aesthetically pleasing to humans. The
impact of this conceptual change of land is described by Kimmerer (2013):
In the settler mind, land was property, real estate, capital, or natural
resources. But to our people it was everything; identity, the connection to
our ancestors, the home of our nonhuman kinfolk, our pharmacy, our library,
the source of all that sustained us. Our lands were where our responsibility
to the world was enacted, sacred ground. It belonged to itself; it was a gift,
not a commodity, so it could not be bought or sold.
(p. 17)
As seen in the above quote, the connection of Indigenous peoples to the land is profound
and rooted in spirituality4.
In this case study, the effects of settler colonialism began with the French
occupation of Louisiana in 1682. The French began to remake the landscape as a means
of the accumulation of resources and capital. Examples of this include the construction of
levees for the establishment of agricultural lands (Maldonado, 2019) and for the
management of seasonal flooding of the Mississippi River (Crepelle, 2018). As

4

I explore this concept later in 3.1 Place and Sense of Place.

14

Maldonado (2019) explains “separating land and water gave the French more control
over both” (p. 62). The impact of these levees restricted the flow of flood waters which
disrupted the natural replenishment of sediment to the coastal marshlands of Louisiana
(Dixon et al., 2006). Consequently, the building of levees has disrupted the natural water
flow of the estuary which has led to a significant decrease in the local fisheries to this
day.
In 1808, France entered into negotiations with the US for the control of Louisiana
and other lands west of the Mississippi. The agreement, called “Louisiana Purchase”,
transferred the ownership of 530,000,000 acres of land, most of which was already
inhabited by Indigenous groups, to the US for the price of 15 million dollars. In a further
act of settler colonialism, Andrew Jackson enacted the Indian Removal Act of 1830 to
‘exchange’ lands east of the Mississippi for ‘uninhabited’ land west of the Mississippi
River referred to as “Indian Territory” (U.S. Congress, 1830). In practice, this policy
erased the Native from the US landscape and relegated Indigenous Nations to
‘undesirable’ lands (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014; Wolfe, 2006). While similar dispossessions of
Native land can be seen across history, the immense impact of this particular policy
initiated the displacement of an estimated 70,000 people from their homelands including
the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Muskogee, and Seminole Nations, and other
Indigenous groups (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014). Some individuals from these displaced
Indigenous Nations fled to “lands of marginal value, such as swamps” (Maldonado, 2019,
p. 64) in order to avoid assimilation and further persecution. The ancestors of the Isle de
Jean Charles Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe eventually established the
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Island on land previously deemed “uninhabitable swampland”. This being said, it is
necessary to acknowledge that the impacts of settler colonialism are not only a part of
history but are ever evolving (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005; Whyte, 2018). One of the
‘modern’ examples of settler colonialism affecting coastal Louisiana is the prolific
exploitation of the oil and gas industries.
2.2.2 Exploitation of the Oil and Gas Industries
Oil was initially discovered in Louisiana in the 1920s. Over the next few decades,
the proliferation of the oil and gas industries can be seen in the rapid expansion of canals
used for navigation, exploration, and the extraction of the resources. The profound impact
of the oil and gas industries on the area around the terminus of the Mississippi River has
been codified as the “Mississippi River Chemical Corridor”. This 85-mile area is home to
more than 150 industrial and petrochemical facilities (Hemmerling et al., 2021) (figure
3). Because of the physical transformation perpetrated by the petrochemical industries at
the cost of the local communities, Maldonado (2019) argues that coastal Louisiana is an
“energy sacrifice zone”. In her 2019 book, “Seeking Justice in an Energy Sacrifice Zone:
Standing on Vanishing Land in Coastal Louisiana”, Maldonado describes how neoliberal
policies manufacture a sacrifice zone through accumulation by dispossession or in other
words, land grabs. The US Federal government permits the use of public lands by the
oil/gas industries, essentially authorizing the exploitation of land and resources by the
private companies. This relationship is further protected by the federal government’s
exclusion of the industry from seven major environmental laws such as the Clean Air
Act, Clean Water Act, and Safe Drinking Water Act, etc. (Maldonado, 2019).
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Although the effects of the oil industry are omnipresent in the Gulf of Mexico, the

Figure 3- The mapping of change in the intensity of oil and gas hazards between 2000-2010.
Source- Hemmerling et al., 2021, p. 141.

BP Deep Horizon Oil spill is an extreme example of these impacts and is regarded as one
of the largest environmental disasters in world history. This event began on April 20,
2010, with the explosion of an offshore oil rig 50 miles off the southern coast of
Louisiana. The amount of oil spilled is contested, but according to the 2015 trial an
estimated 3.19 million barrels of oil was released into the Gulf of Mexico (US vs. BP,
2015). This extraordinary amount is not only hard to quantify, but its effects on the
coastal landscape are equally exorbitant and egregious. In Beyer et al. (2016) the authors
review some of these impacts including: the disturbance of microbiota and bacteria which
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effects nutrient cycling and oxygen composition; the presence of oil toxicity in fish
embryos; a severe decline in coral reef colonies (38 to 50 percent); the exposure of an
estimate one million shore birds to oil; increased mortality of sea turtles and marine
mammals. This is to only acknowledge some of these effects. In September 2014, BP was
found at fault by a US federal judge for reckless conduct in a “conscious disregard of
known risks” (Robertson & Krauss, 2014). Thus, the oil spill is not really an accident as
the conditions were produced by the mismanagement and disregard from the oil
company.
The impacts of the oil spill were not equally shared and can therefore be
understood as an act of environmental injustice. The Tribe acknowledges these impacts
particularly on subsistence resources such as declining fish health and abundance and
destruction of oyster beds. Not only did the oil spill impact the fisheries as a resource of
economic value, but it represents a loss of a cultural lifeway for the Tribe. Beyond the
direct impacts to human and non-human health from the oil spill, the impacts the effects
of saltwater intrusion from the building of coastal levees have had a profound on the
health, finances, and cultural lifeways on the IDJC community. As the Tribe explains,
“the cattle that were once plentiful, no longer have adequate grazing grounds. The herbs
used to treat the sick, are becoming a thing of the past. The result, Tribal members
struggle with the increased cost of living from having to shop for the food they once
readily harvested,” (IDJC, n.d.). This has caused an increase in modern diseases and an
overall reliance on Western medicine which is generally inaccessible on the Island.
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While the majority of land loss in coastal Louisiana has been attributed to the
actions of the oil industry (Penland et al., 2000), the widespread impacts of anthropogenic
global climate change are also leading to environmental degradation of IDJC.
2.2.3 Impacts of Anthropogenic Climate Change
Coastal Louisiana is one of the most vulnerable locations for land loss and it
accounts for 90% of the coastal land loss in the United States (Couvillion et al., 2011). If
the loss of land mass occurred at a constant rate, Louisiana would be losing the area
equivalent of a football field an hour (Couvillion et al., 2013). The Tribe and many other
Indigenous communities are on the “front lines of climate change” even though their
actions have contributed the least amount to factors influencing anthropogenic climate
change, such as greenhouse gas emissions (Davenport & Robertson, 2016).
In IDJC, climate change is also impacting the frequency and intensity of storms
and hurricanes. Over the last 15 years, there have been over ten catastrophic hurricanes
that have impacted the Louisiana coast: Hurricanes Katrina and Rita (2005), Hurricanes
Gustav and Ike (2008), Hurricane Isaac (2012), Hurricane Harvey (2017), Hurricanes
Laura, Delta, and Zeta (2020), and Hurricane Ida (2021). The impact of these hurricanes
is accompanied with frequent inundation from storm surges which damage their homes
and properties The effects of flooding on the IDJC community are especially felt by the
constant flooding of the Island Road.
Prior to the construction of the Island Road in 1953, IDJC was only accessible by
boat. Since its installation on marshland, the Island Road has been a constant source of
turmoil for the residents as it is frequently impassable due to flooding. In June 2011, the
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road was restored and elevated by Terrebone parish for a final time. Since that point, the
parish has refused to make any further repairs to the road. The inability to access
employment and other services, such as schools and hospitals, is one of the many causes
for the dispersal of previous IDJC residents to nearby communities. The failure of the
parish and other governmental entities to support in-situ climate mitigation and
adaptation efforts ultimately makes the relocation inevitable.
2.3 Resettlement Timeline
In 1998, the United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) determined IDJC
was not cost-effective to be included in the realignment of The Morganza to the Gulf
Flood Protection System. The Morganza to the Gulf is a levee system intended to protect
the coastal areas of Louisiana, including most of Terrebone Parish, from flood inundation
and storm surges due to hurricanes. The Tribe states that the failure to be included in this
important infrastructure mitigation project, along with the worsen impacts of climate
change, were the ultimate motivations for the community resettlement (IJC, 2020).
Before the current resettlement project that began in 2016, there were two
previous unsuccessful resettlement projects. The first attempt was implemented by
USACE through the FEMA buyouts pathway in 2006. This resettlement planned to offer
individual monetary compensation for homeowners to move to higher, safer ground on
the Louisiana mainland. Ultimately, USACE failed to gain buy in from the community
and the project was abandoned. The Islanders attribute this failure to the inability of
USACE to gain the trust of the community (IJC, 2020).
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Even with the initial failure of the first resettlement efforts, the Tribe continued to
pursue a tribal-led resettlement. In 2009, the Tribe presented their plans for resettlement
to the Terrebone Parish Counsel. Over the next several years, the Tribe continued to
garner support and entered into partnerships with local non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) such as the Lowlander Center and academics such as Dr. Julie Maldonado, Dr.
Kristina Peterson, and Dr. Nathan Jessee (a PhD student at the time) to support their
resettlement. In 2015, the Traditional Tribal Chief Albert Naquin presented their tribal
resettlement plans at a workshop panel held by the Natural Hazards Center in Bloomfield,
Colorado. The following year, while still trying to secure funding for their tribal-led
community resettlement, the residents of IDJC were labeled as the first ‘American
climate refugees’ in an article by the New York Times (Davenport & Robertson, 2016).
Ultimately on January 21st, 2016, the state of Louisiana was awarded a federal
CBDG grant through the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) in
the amount of $48.3 million USD for the resettlement of IDJC (OCD, 2020). This grant
was a part of a larger grant in the amount of $92.6 million given to the state for the
implementation of the statewide climate adaptation policy, LA SAFE. While the Tribe
and their partners significantly contributed to the winning application, the state was
granted full control of the HUD funds. Just days before the grant (January 18th and 19th)
was awarded, the Tribe and the Lowlander Center held a resettlement planning workshop
that brought together Indigenous leaders, architects, planners, and community
development experts from around the world. At this point, the Tribe and the state were
presumed as equal partners in the resettlement process. This was evident in the 2016
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resettlement policies published by the state such as, “OCD-DRU partnered with [the Isle
de Jean Charles Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw (BCC) leadership and the
Lowlander Center] in its application for the HUD grant,” (OCD, 2016, p. 4).
The first phase of the resettlement was the “data gathering and engagement
phase” which occurred between July and October 2016. This included two community
meetings, a land-use and infrastructure survey, and surveys and interviews of the current
full-time residents on IDJC. Of the total 26 housing units, 25 completed the structured
interviews with the project team and all 26 housing units (99 total residents) also
completed the household survey. The findings of the engagement phase were then
published in the Phase 1 report in November 2016.
The next phase, the community master planning and program development phase,
occurred between December 2016 to February 2019. Additional community engagement
occurred over this next two-year period. Within this phase was the site selection period
between December 2016 to June 2017 where the state provided potential options for the
new site including site visits for the residents. A third community meeting was held on
July 1, 2017, to discuss site selection and preference. A fourth community meeting was
held on December 9, 2017, to solicit feedback for the community master plan completed
by the project team. A steering committee made up of five current Island residents and
community stakeholders was formed in January 2018. The steering committee convened
for six meetings between January and September 2018.
Between February 2018 and January 2019, a separate academic advisory
committee also meet four times to provide guidance to the project team. One of the
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academic advisors, Dr. Kyle Whyte, professor of Philosophy and Community
Sustainability at Michigan State University, has expertise in fostering cooperation
between Indigenous peoples and science organizations. In October 2018, Dr. Whyte acted
as a mediator during an in-person meeting to discuss expectations of communication
between the Tribe and the project team. While the meeting was an opportunity for the
project team to connect with the Tribe and adjust the plan in accordance with their
demands and desires, it yielded no measurable changes to the process. In January 2019,
the Tribal Council requested HUD to take back the awarded funds because the
resettlement did not align with the goals stated in the initial grant application. The
culmination of this conflict can be seen in 2020 with a formal complaint filed with the
United Nations (UN) by The Isle de Jean Charles Band of the Biloxi-ChitimachaChoctaw Tribe along with four other Indigenous groups in Louisiana and Alaska
including: The Pointe-au-Chien Indian Tribe (Louisiana), Grand Caillou/Dulac Band of
Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw (Louisiana), Atakapa-Ishak Chawasha Tribe of Grand Bayou
Village (Louisiana), and Inupiaq people of Kivalina (Alaska). The complaint makes the
claim that the United States is in violation of the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) adopted in 2007. A brief explanation of these
violations can be seen in the following statement,
The United States government’s failure to protect the Tribal Nations
named herein has resulted in the loss of sacred ancestral homelands,
destruction to sacred burial sites and the endangerment of cultural
traditions, heritage, health, life, and livelihoods. Furthermore, it has
interfered with tribal nation sovereignty and self-determination and is
breaking apart communities and families.
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The complaint asks for the intervention of the UN as the failure to act by the US
has placed the Tribes at “existential risk”. Consequently, the Tribe has since asked
that name ‘Isle de Jean Charles’ be removed from the resettlement.
Concurrent to the conflicts between the state and the Tribe, the state moved
forward with the planning and implementation of the resettlement. The state named
CSRS Inc., a Louisiana based engineering firm, the project manager and prime consultant
for the resettlement in September 2017. In March 2018, the state placed an option to
purchase the preferred property, the Evergreen Property. Between March and December
2018, the state completed an independent environmental and geological assessments of
the property. In December 2018, the Louisiana Land Trust, on behalf of the state,
purchased a 515-acre tract of land near Thibodaux, Louisiana. Another community
meeting was not held until November 2019.

Figure 4- Overview of the Isle de Jean Charles (IDJC) community resettlement timeline from 1998 to
2022.
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In May 2020, the Louisiana Office of Community Development (OCD) began
construction of the resettlement village, named the New Isle by the community. The
homes are being built to meet two resilience building protocols, the FORTIFIED Gold
standard and ENERGY STAR Certified Home standard. The FORTIFIED Gold standard,
developed by the Institute for Business and Home Safety, provides additional protection
for the roof, walls, and windows in the event of high wind events and hurricanes.
ENERGY STAR is a program of the U.S. Department of Energy which outlines energy
efficiency standards that reduces energy consumption and cost through upgraded
insulation, premium windows, and certified appliances. The construction is slated to be
completed by September 2022 as required by the CDBG funds. A summary of the
resettlement timeline can be seen in figure 4 (above).
This study will seek to understand the narrative framings of the causes, goals, and
implementation of the IDJC resettlement through the analysis of state resettlement
planning documents, the Tribal-led resettlement toolkit, “Preserving Our Place”, local
news media, and USGS topographic maps.
2.4 Research Questions
The following questions will help guide my research to gain a better
understanding of place within the context of the community resettlement of IDJC:
1. How do different actors (e.g., government officiants, past/current residents,
Tribal leadership, and the media) of Isle de Jean Charles community
resettlement frame and ascribe meanings of place?
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2. How do the dominant discourses about IDJC resettlement and place-based
narratives influence planning decisions and what are their material
implications?
3. What are the power dynamics at play between actors involved in the IDJC
resettlement? How does this affect the planning and implementation
outcomes?
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Chapter 3 Place, Indigenized Environmental Justice, and Critical Cartography
In this chapter, I will lay out my conceptual and theoretical frameworks for my
research. First, I will explore place theory and describe how I define and understand
place. Next, I will discuss how Indigenized Environmental Justice (IEJ) can aid in the
understanding of Isle de Jean Charles as a case study for tribal-led community
resettlement in the US. Additionally, I will incorporate critical cartography to better
understand the role power plays in constructing place (and space).
3.1 Place and Sense of Place
Because place is a word not exclusive to academic literature, it often has
ambiguous and ubiquitous definitions and uses. In the field of geography, place is a
central theme of the discipline. As Cresswell (2015) puts so eloquently, “Geography is
about place and places” (p. 1). Like Cresswell, in this study I will explore the concept of
place as not just “a thing in the world but a way of understanding the world” (p.18). Place
is often defined as a location with added meaning. Of course, ‘meaning’ is also an
equivocal term that is formed through individual perception and cultural significance.
Who can ascribe meaning to a place? Who has the power to alter the place to represent
their perspective meanings? How can different meanings of place be reconciled in a
single location? I will broadly examine these questions within the context of the IDJC
community resettlement.
Sense of place, sometimes referred to as place attachment, became of interest to
geographers through the work of humanistic geographers such as Yi-Fu Tuan in the
1970s. In one of his seminal works “Topophilia”, Tuan (1974) describes what we now
27

often call sense of place as “the affective bond between people and place or setting” (p.
4). In his subsequent works, Tuan (1975) describes a human’s sense of place as emotional
and experiential response to outside stimuli. While an individual perceived sense of
place described by Tuan is still an important contribution to the literature, I will employ a
post-structural5 approach to sense of place. Drawing on the work of scholars such as
David Harvey, Tim Cresswell, and Doreen Massey, I will present a more critical
conceptualization of sense of place which gives credence to the influences of structure
and power on the creation of place and place meanings.
In opposition to humanist geographers, Marxist geographers, such as Harvey,
argue that the concept of place is entirely a product of society and therefore, a social
construct (Harvey, 1996). Harvey (1996) explores the production of place from a political
economy perspective where capital is produced in space and thus, place. While place is
bound to a physical location, capital is free flowing and ‘mobile’ and therefore, the global
economy and capitalism threatens places. He explains that “old places… have to be
devalued, destroyed, and redeveloped while new places are created,” (Harvey, 1996, p.
296). Cresswell (2015) further explains, “to say a place is socially constructed is also to
say that the materiality– the very fabric of a place – is a product of society too,” (p. 47).
Although place, as conceptualized by Harvey, supports the appropriation of land by white
settlers as a means of resources and capital, it does not support an Indigenous
understanding of place.

5

Sometimes referred to as post-modern (Cresswell, 2015).
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While a unique sense of place has been attributed to groups of Indigenous
peoples, it would be more appropriate to explore place or space from Indigenous
cosmology. This is because an Indigenous worldview does not separate people from the
land, other life forms, or the spirit of ancestors (Deloria, 2003; Kimmerer, 2013). In fact,
many Indigenous cultures do not have distinct words for time or space (Gilio-Whitaker,
2019). Non-Indigenous conceptualizations of time move in a linear fashion where places
are important or ‘sacred’ as a function of history (Tinker, 1996). Thus, unlike a nonindigenous view of place attachment which increases over time (Altman & Low, 2012),
Indigenous place is sacred by its own virtue.
Place is integral component of the formation of identity in both an Indigenous and
non-indigenous perspective, although in different ways. Sense of place in Indigenous
cultures is understood from the view of community, while non-indigenous cultures
generally favor the individual (Tinker, 1996). While these are ontologically two distinct
viewpoints, numerous scholars such as Lefebrve (1968), Soja (2010), Butler (2014), and
Massey (1994, 2005) have explored a pluralistic sense of place where a single location
can hold a multiplicity of meanings. I will explore IDJC using this pluralistic perspective.
Massey (1994) describes sense of place as an ‘extroverted’ process which links
economic, political, cultural, and social relations to internal structures across scales. My
research is particularly interested in these differences and the ways in which different
understandings of place have material and justice implications for climate adaptation
policies. A Masseyan perspective asserts that places are open to infinite change and the
use of exclusionary practices are antithetical to this necessary openness (Pierce, 2019).
29

This logic has been mobilized by social justice scholars to understand that a plurality of
place meanings presents the opportunity to redefine places of previous (or current)
injustice (Soja, 2010; Bulter, 2014). One such area of concern is climate justice.
In the last decade, there has been a resurgence in interest in the concept of place
in the context of climate change (Schweizer et al., 2013; Fresque‐Baxter & Armitage,
2012; Adger et al., 2011). As the climate changes, physical landscapes are transformed
potentially altering place meanings and sense of place. In Louisiana, several case studies
have explored this phenomenon within the context of environmental degradation and land
loss (Burley et al., 2007), after disasters (e.g. Hurricane Katrina) (Chamlee-Wright &
Storr, 2009), and climate-induced relocations (Simms, 2017; Simms et al., 2021). This
study will similarly address changing sense of place, but within the IDJC community
resettlement.
In climate-induced resettlement, the loss of place has been previously described as
placelessness. Unlike placelessness described by Relph (1976) which looked to describe
the convergence of place in a global, modernized, or Westernized world, Cernea (1997)
explains placeslessness through the idea of landlessness. In other words, the loss of land
produces a loss of place. Placelessness in this way can lead to the complete disruption of
livelihoods, culture, and even political sovereignty (Cernea, 1997). The implications of
placelessness can be seen in the disempowering narratives around so-called “climate
refugees” in locations experiencing existential land loss such as the Pacific Island of
Tuvalu (Farbotko & Lazarus, 2012) and, the focus of this study, Isle de Jean Charles in
the US (Davenport & Robertson, 2016).
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Sense of place, particularly Indigenous sense of place, has previously been
explored in climate resettlement literature in native Pacific Islanders (Mortreux &
Barnett, 2009; Farbotku & Lazrus, 2012; Connell & Lutkehaus, 2017), American Indians
(Maldonado et al., 2013), and the Kucapungane Tribe in Taiwan (Huang, 2018).
Mortreux and Barnett (2009) described the strong attachment to place as the primary
factor which would limit the participation in relocation programs in the future. The
islanders stated that they would rather “Go down with [the island]” than consider
relocating to another location (Mortreux & Barnett, 2009, p. 110). Similar strong place
attachments have been shown in communities dependent on ‘traditional’ livelihoods such
as fishing (Tronquet, 2015) or agriculture (Gebauer & Doevenspeck, 2015; Prasain,
2018).
Alternatively, not all scholars view a change of the community’s sense of place a
detrimental aspect to resettlement. Agyman et al. (2009) described how place detachment
can increase the willingness of communities to relocate and increase voluntary
participation in relocations. They define place detachment as the act of “intentionally
loosening existing attachments” to place by acknowledging the negative consequences by
remaining in the vulnerable location (Agyman et al., 2009, p. 512). They argue that place
detachment can be mobilized to foster a ‘new sense’ of place in the resettlement location
in order to be less resistant to change.
Creating a ‘new sense of place’ can also be described as placemaking.
Placemaking is often used in the planning community in policies that integrate
community feedback into the design process (Ellery & Ellery, 2019). In relocation
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literature, the incorporation of placemaking can produce new villages that honor the
ancestry, culture, and lifestyles of the residents through socially conscious architecture.
One case study in Papa New Guinea found that while placemaking through culturally
significant housing design could help retain cultural identity it wasn’t always relevant.
Edwards (2013) showed that while residents were used to sleeping on sand in their
previous settlement, raised homes were necessary in the new location which was located
on soil. A reproduction of place can also be honored with language in the naming of the
new settlement (Tabucanon, 2014; Charan et al., 2017; Huang, 2018). This can be
particularly true in the resettlement of Indigenous communities such as the multiple
relocations of several tribal communities in Taiwan to a single consolidated village where
the collective decision was made to name the new location, Rinari, which in the Paiwan
language means “going there together” (Huang, 2018). Likewise, the community of IDJC
has chosen to name the resettlement site “The New Isle” in honor of their ancestral
homeland.
While resettlements that recognize and implement policies to protect sense of
place can be pathways to justice for displaced communities, place theory is not inherently
justice-focused. For this reason, I incorporate Indigenized environmental justice as
another lens to understand the IDJC community resettlement. I argue engaging with an
environmental justice lens is essential when discussing climate-induced mobilities
because of the uneven burden carried by marginalized communities, particularly
Indigenous groups. The following section will explore these injustices and provide a
framework to address these harms.
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3.2 Indigenized Environmental Justice
Environmental justice (EJ) as defined by the US Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) “is the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless
of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the development, implementation
and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations and policies.” This definition is
based on the recognition that certain groups have been structurally disadvantaged and
unequally incur the burdens and harms of detrimental environmental outcomes. EJ is a
framework popularized after a 1982 dispute over the siting of a landfill in Warren
County, North Carolina. While this decision did incite a protest, the public outcry was
unsuccessful to stop the creation of the landfill. However, it did initiate a study in 1987
which revealed that socioeconomic status was the most significant variable for the siting
of hazardous waste facilities (CRJ, 1987). While this case involved a predominantly
Black community, in the United States it is also common for Indigenous groups to
disproportionally bear the repercussions of environmental harms. In recognition of the
different impacts environmental injustices have on Indigenous peoples, Dina GilioWhitaker asks, “What does environmental justice look like when Indigenous peoples are
at the center?” (2019, p. 13). In her 2019 book, “As Long as Grass Grows: The
Indigenous Fight for Environmental Justice, from Colonization to Standing Rock”, GilioWhitaker explains an Indigenized Environmental Justice (IEJ) framework.
First and foremost, the differentiation of IEJ from other EJ frameworks is to
recognize that a single consolidated version of EJ collapses the experiences of all racial
and minority groups into a single framework. In the Indigenous groups in the United
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States, there is a unique history of settler colonization, dispossession, and assimilation
over hundreds of years which has led to genocide (and ecocide) (Gilio-Whitaker, 2019).
The formation of the IEJ framework also explicitly requires the recognition of Indigenous
nationhood and self-determination which can be missing from a broader
conceptualization of EJ.
Additionally, IEJ honors an Indigenous perspective. In Indigenous cultures, land
is sacred in its essence as is the kinship ties that a particular group shares to a specific
territory or homeland (Tinker, 1996; Deloria 2003). Gilio-Whitaker (2019) explains that
“for Indigenous people, a spatial orientation emphasizes human linkages with place, and
all the elements of that place, spanning time” (p. 139). Whyte (2018) draws a direct link
from settler colonialism which “violently disrupts” (p. 125) Indigenous connections to the
environment as a profound form environmental injustice which is best understood as an
act of genocide. In the following quote, Kimmerer elaborates on the severing of
Indigenous relationship to the land as a threat to cultural continuity. “For all of us,
becoming indigenous to a place means living as if your children’s future mattered, to take
care of the land as if our lives, both material and spiritual, depend on it,” (Kimmerer,
2013, p. 9).
This argument is further supported by Gilio-Whitaker (2019) who further
explains that “it is the interruption of the collective continuance of a people that disables
their systems of responsibility, which are built on place-based knowledge accumulated
over eons” (p. 27). Here, Gilio-Whitaker references the significance TEK and Indigenous
connections to place form in IEJ. TEK is broadly defined as “a cumulative body of
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knowledge and beliefs, handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about
the relationships of living beings (including humans) with one another and their
environment,” (Berkes 1993 pg. 3). Indigenous scholars, such as Kyle Powys Whyte
(Potawatomi) argue for the incorporation of TEK within the context of climate change to
guide adaptation strategies.
IEJ also recognizes the particular sacrifices and struggles climate change poses
to Indigenous peoples, often referred to as climate injustice. Whyte (2013, 2017)
explores this intersection of colonization, climate change, and environmental (in)justice.
In the 2016 paper, “Is it colonial déjà vu?”, Whyte et al. demonstrate how climate
change fits previous patterns of colonization to reinforce colonial atrocities. This
“cyclical colonialism” is due to “the forced adoption of corporate government
structures”, which facilitate extractive carbon-intensive industries on Native lands,
“while at the same time interfering with Indigenous people’s capacity to adapt to the
adverse impacts,” (Whyte et al., 2016, p. 9). Other scholars have described climate
injustices as ecocide, or in other words, ‘ecologically-induced genocide’ (Crook et al.,
2018).
Ecocide is defined as the extinction of culture through the purposeful destruction
of ecosystems and consequently the eradication of a group of people (Crook et al.,
2018). In Indigenous cultures, ecocide is a consequence of colonization which destroys
lifeways and removes the Native from their lands (Short, 2016). Zimmerman (2014, as
quoted in Short, 2016) explains that “colonialism, in particularly settler colonialism, can
be seen as the control of space (land) on the basis of race… This need for land can be
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real or imagined... for example, plans for settlements [emphasis added] …” (p. 273).
This argument that colonization can occur even in (re)settlement plans will be explored
in-depth within this study.
In climate resettlement literature, similar environmental and colonial injustices
can often be seen in the dispossession of land ‘left behind’ which is then exploited by
powerful agents for their own benefit. For example, in Lagos, Nigeria the land acquired
through the eviction of informal settlers from desirable coastal areas was then purchased
by private developers (Ajibade, 2017; Ajibade, 2019). Similar cases of modern-day
‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Harvey, 2003) have been observed in China (Webber
2012); Manila (Ajibade, 2019), and Canada (Windsor & McVey, 2005). Another tool
used in within the structure of settler colonialism is through the process of cartography.
3.3 Cartography and Colonization
Cartography, particularly through the use of Geographic Informational Systems
(GIS), has sometimes been described as value free and unbiased in demonstration of a
Western positivist epistemology of science (Dobson, 1983) Kitchen et al. (2009) explains
that often “maps seek to be truth documents; they represent the world as it really is with a
known degree of precision” (p. 22). On the other hand, scholars such as Harley (1989)
argue that process of creating maps is context-dependent and imbued with culturallyspecific values and judgements thus, “maps are the products of power and produce
power” (Kitchen et al., 2009, p. 27). These assertions of politics and political economy
within cartography have given rise to the field of critical cartography.
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Denis Wood’s work, such as “The Power of Maps” (Wood & Fels, 1992) and the
subsequent “Rethinking the Power of Maps” (Wood, 2010), was incredibly influential
both inside and outside academia, to understand the ability of maps to conceal as well as
construct the ‘truth’. Likewise, John Pickles explores how the “cartographic gaze has
coded subjects and produced identities” (Pickles, 2004, p. 12). Therefore, critical
cartographers believe that maps don’t only represent a constructed reality but they also
“make reality” (Crampton & Krygier, 2005). This ‘reality’ can be employed for the gain
of powerful individuals. For example, cartography is often used as a tool for both historic
and current forms of structural violence which legitimizes the wrongful dispossession of
lands (i.e., land grabs) (Hugan, 1989). This is done through the concept of exclusion
where the commons are enclosed for individual ownership in the form of private property
(Jeffrey et al., 2012; Greer 2012; Harvey 2011). In the United States, private property is
further protected by the legal systems which is incompatible with an Indigenous
worldview and ultimately removes the Native from the landscape (Wolfe, 2006; GilioWhitaker, 2019).
Critical cartography will be used in this study to interrogate the ability of maps to
construct knowledge and inform place identities in IDJC. Additionally, I will interrogate
the cartographic decisions made by the mapmaker to signify and represent IDJC as a
space and place. Critical cartography will support my broader framework of place theory
from an applied lens which acknowledges the role of power in the ability to construct
place implicitly and explicitly through mapmaking. Critical cartography is a burgeoning
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field within GIS and remains generally unexplored in the context of climate-induced
resettlement.
In the subsequent chapters of this thesis, I will present the methodology (chapter
4), findings (chapters 5 & 6), and recommendations for the future (chapter 7).
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Chapter 4 Policy Analysis and Methodology
This study will seek to understand the narrative framings of the causes, goals, and
implementation of the IDJC resettlement through the policy analysis of local media, state
resettlement planning documents, and the tribal resettlement toolkit, “Preserving Our
Place” and critical cartography analysis. The analysis of policy was undertaken to
interpret and explain narratives constructed by different actors across these policies (Roe
1994; Bedsworth, 2004). Through narrative analysis, I am able to describe “how
narratives function in the interactions of individuals” (Fischer & Miller, 2006, p. 384). In
the following subsections, I will describe my multiple methods approach to the data
collection and analysis employed by this study (figure 5).
4.1 Multiple Methods Approach
There are two dominant paradigms to explore place. One comes from the
traditions of human geographers using a qualitative approach (Stedman, 2003; DevineWright & Howes, 2010) and the other explores place from a quantitative methodology
within the disciplines of community and environmental psychology (Williams & Vaske,
2003; Hernandez et al., 2007; Gustafson, 2009;). This study will look to the qualitative
approaches to understand the differences in place meaning. The media has a significant
influence on the production of place and has the power to shape community perception
and political decision-making (Harvey, 2012). While this has previously been described
in as a linear process from media to the public (Schoenfeld et al., 1979), Hanson (2016)
argues that the ‘flow’ of information, and thus the formation of place meaning by the
media, is an iterative process where the public and media co-construct framings and
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meanings. This process will inform the analysis of my data through a similar iterative
process.
Content analysis is mostly used to count, describe the themes, concepts, words,
and ideas prevalent in newspaper articles, public speeches, and movies (Williams, 2007),
though it is not exclusively useful for these forms of texts. More broadly, content analysis
is a systematic technique for making inferences to identify characteristics of messages
(Holsti, 1969). Stemler (2000) argues the using Holsti’s definition, content analysis is not
restricted to textual analysis and can be applied to studies investigating photography or
videos. Using this same argument, I will use content analysis for the investigation of
government policy documents, news media articles, as well as the analysis of topographic
maps.
Previous scholars have used cartographic measures to understand meanings
attributed to certain places. The mapping of spatial attributes and individual landscape
values has bolstered the use of public participation geographic information systems
(PPGIS) methodologies in natural resources management (Brown & Raymond, 2007;
Brown et al. 2015). While outside of the scope of this study, mapping place attachment
support the qualitative spatial assessment of maps to better understand narratives around
place.
In this study I will also use critical discourse analysis (CDA) to interrogate the
framing and narratives of the media, government officials, and members of the Tribe in
the IDJC community resettlement. This decision to use CDA as a methodology in this
study is because of the ability to examine relations to power and inequalities in language
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(Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). According to Fairclough (2001), CDA can be used as a
tool of description (text analysis), interpretation (processing analysis), and explanation
(social analysis). Through this three-dimensional approach text constructs discourse
which is created by socio-cultural practices (Jenks, 1997; Fairclough, 2001). “Discourses
are semiotic ways of construing aspects of the world (physical, social, or mental) that can
generally be identified with different positions or perspectives of different groups of
social actors” (Fairclough, 2013).

Figure 5- Graphic representation of the methodology used in this study.

Fairclough and Wodak (1997) explains discourses are historical. Therefore, a
critical approach and understanding of history is essential for CDA. These discourses and
narratives may be operationalized by groups in a way that produces material implications
(Fairclough, 2013). From this assumption, CDA seeks to understand the structures to gain
a better understanding of social wrongs (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000; Fairclough 2013).
CDA is an approach that is both normative and explanatory in its ability to investigate the
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connection between language and social structure (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). These
critical understandings acquired from CDA will be integrated into the content analysis
and spatial analysis findings to better understand place meanings and their implications.
By drawing from multiple data sources, I will be able to triangulate the data to increase
the validity of findings (Creswell & Miller, 2000) as well as interrogate the meanings of
constructed narratives across texts (Fischer & Miller, 2017). A diagram of the methods
used can be seen above (figure 5).
For this study, analyzed documents will be assigned a random number and
findings will be reported using the document number as a citation with the appropriate
page number for the quotation (e.g., 3; p. 1). A full list of documents and assigned
document numbers can be found in Appendix A.
4.2 Data Collection
4.2.1 Policy Documents
In total, nine climate adaptation and resettlement policy documents were chosen
for the initial round of policy analysis. All policies selected for inclusion are current (as
of the writing of this thesis in 2022) for the study area.
Three of the land-use and planning documents, “Louisiana’s Strategic
Adaptations for Future Environments (LA SAFE)” (Document # 5), “Terrebonne Parish
Adaptation Strategy” (Document # 6), and “Louisiana’s Comprehensive Master Plan for
a Sustainable Coast” (Document # 1), are broad state and/or regional adaptation plans in
which only a portion of the text describes the IDJC planned relocation.
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The remaining six selected policies were all planning and reporting documents
specific to the IDJC community resettlement. Five of these texts were published by the
state of Louisiana: “Resettlement of Isle de Jean Charles- Background and Overview"
(Document #7), “Isle de Jean Charles Resettlement Options” (Document # 9), “Isle de
Jean Charles Resettlement- Permanent Relocation and Housing Incentive” (Document
#8), “The Resettlement of Isle de Jean Charles- Report on Data Gathering and
Engagement Phase (Phase 1)” (Document # 33), “Community Master Planning and
Program Development for the Isle de Jean Charles Resettlement- Phase 2 Report”
(Document # 3). A digital copy of the texts was downloaded as PDFs from the IDJC
resettlement website run by the state (https://isledejeancharles.la.gov). The final text is a
toolkit created by the Tribe in partnership with The Lowland Center, a 501-c-3 non-profit
organization, titled, “Preserving Our Place- A Community Field Guide to Engagement,
Resilience, and Resettlement” (Document #2, 4). Two different editions of this document
were found online, but much was duplicated, identical sections of text were only used
once in the analysis.
4.2.2 Newspaper Articles
The framing and reporting of the Isle de Jean Charles Resettlement by the media
could shape the perception of place. While the resettlement has made both international
and US national news, this study will only include news text published at a local level.
This decision was made for three reasons. First was the desire to understand the place and
resettlement of Isle de Jean Charles from people and communities with a deeper
understanding and connection to the area. Second, this local approach was chosen due to
43

interrogate the material implications caused from the series local events within the
planning and implementation of the resettlement. This differs from dominant discourse of
the national and international media which often discusses the broader implications of
climate change through the reinforcement of the “climate refugee” narrative. Finally, this
also allowed for a similar geographical extent (at the parish level) to be used to for all
data sources analyzed.
Distribution of news articles analyzed by year published (n=39)
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Figure 6- Frequency of newspaper articles per year selected for inclusion.

The 41 articles selected for inclusion were published by two prominent local
newspapers, Houma Today and The Times-Picayune | The New Orleans Advocate6.
Articles were identified utilizing the search boxes on the individual newspaper’s website

6

The Times-Picayune | The New Orleans Advocate is a single newspaper conglomerate established after
The Advocate purchased The Times-Picayune in 2019.
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using the following search terms “Isle de Jean Charles” + relocation, retreat, OR
resettlement. Resulting articles were then manually screened for original publication
between January 2016 to January 2022 and for relevance by headline. The desired
timeframe was selected to include articles published after the awarding of HUD funds to
the state of Louisiana in January 2016 until the beginning of analysis for this study in
January 2022. One article was found to be published in both Houma Today and The
Times-Picayune | The New Orleans Advocate and was removed as a duplicate. Another
article was later removed for relevance after a close reading of the text. In total, 39 local
news articles were selected for inclusion (figure 6).
4.2.3 USGS Topographic Maps
The qualitative spatial assessment was completed as a third point of triangulation
for the representation of IDJC as a place. I am less interested in the quantitative
measurements such as percent of land loss over time or the area of wetlands depicted in
the maps, but by how the changes in land cover were represented by cartographers and
physical geographers over time. Land cover is interested in the soils and biomass on the
lands surface (Verburg et al., 2009). The assessment of land cover is typically done
through remote sensing images and geographic information system (GIS) models, but
land cover is also observable in the field (Verburg et al., 2009). In this study, I will
compare aerial photographs to topographic maps representing the IDJC area to better
understand place from a cartographic view.
Maps and orthographic images were accessed and downloaded using the USGS
TopoView (https://ngmdb.usgs.gov/topoview/viewer). The Lake Bully Camp quad,
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which depicts portions of Lafourche Parish and Terrebonne Parish (including IDJC) was
used. All available maps and corresponding aerial photographs of this region, six maps in
total (excluding reprinted duplicates), were selected for inclusion. Two of these maps
used the traditional USGS Topographic symbology and cartographic methods (1964,
1994), while the four more recent US Topo maps (2012, 2015, 2018, and 2020) were
created using publicly available GIS databases.
4.3 Data Analysis
I used Atlas.ti Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) Software Version 8.4.4 for the
analysis of the data. The preliminary round of coding focused on the policy analysis of
the nine IDJC resettlement policy documents. Index coding (Deterding & Waters, 2021)
followed by line-by-line deductive coding was used to uncover the relevant texts which
pertain to IDJC in the broader policy documents (LA SAFE and CPRA). For the six
policies published by OCD, which describe the planning and implementation of the
resettlement, I began with inductive line-by-line coding. To investigate the construction
of place and the framings of the causal mechanisms for the relocation, I searched for
representations and descriptions of IDJC as a social, cultural, spiritual, ecological, and
physical landscape. Codes were also generated to explore the IDJC resettlement from the
lenses of different actors and the power of these actors to implement their stated goals.
Individual codes were then grouped into code groups to reveal relevant themes
across the selected passages (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). During the coding process, I
grouped related codes into five code groups: causes, conflicts, sense of place, goals, and
implementation. These code groups were developed to answer the three questions guiding
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this study. Frequently used codes were sub-categorized during the process to form novel,
more descriptive codes. For example, this was done for the code “property” which was
divided into four codes “property: commercial”, “property: community”, “property:
residential”, and “Island property” to distinguish the different restrictions and treatments
of property on IDJC and in the New Isle. Occasionally, related codes were combined into
a single code such as “sinking” and “disappearing” referring to land loss on IDJC. The
coding process was documented in the form of research memos which aided in the
formation of the three place-based themes and three power dynamic themes presented in
Chapter 5 and 6, respectively.
The policy analysis was followed by an analysis of the 39 newspaper media
articles. In the media analysis, special attention was paid to direct quotations of residents
and implementing partners to gain a better understanding of the resettlement in their own
words. An iterative coding process was undertaken in which newly determined codes
from the media analysis were then applied to previously coded policy texts. Finally,
identified codes and themes described in the media and policy analyses were then used to
interpret the changes in landscape depicted in the United States Geological Survey
(USGS) 7.5-minute topographic maps from 1964 to 2020.
Additional analysis was done using the co-occurrence tool in Atlas.ti QDA
software to see how certain codes may be related across texts. After the qualitative
analysis, a brief quantitative content analysis was completed using the code document
table in Atlas.ti QDA software to explore the frequency of dominant codes and the types
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of documents which employed these codes. The results of ten most frequently used codes
can be found in the subsequent chapter in table 1.
4.4 Limitations
As a white scholar I am limited in my ability to understand and interpret the world
from an Indigenous perception. I’ve engaged in the data collection and analysis of this
work from a point of persistent author reflexivity. At times this may mean my
positionality will limit my ability to fully describe all aspects of meaning in the data
(Bourke, 2014). This is true of all qualitative work, but that does not undermine its value.
To address these limitations, I have honored the use of multiple knowledge systems to
come closer to these subjective realities (Maldonado, 2014). I also acknowledge that the
analysis of newspaper articles as a secondary source is dependent on the ability of the
journalist to represent direct quotes of IDJC residents and government officials
accurately. I am unable to substantiate the facts in the articles and as such will be reliant
on a subjected truth constructed by the writer.
While it was outside of the scope of this work to build a relationship with the
IDJC Tribe, I make a concerted effort to highlight the voices of the community members
using their own words whenever possible. I further acknowledge that the validity of the
findings across all documents could further be improved through member-checking, but
that was beyond the scope of this study for limitations of time, resources, and multiple
layers of disaster occurring in Isle de Jean Charles during the study period. One of these
disasters was the ongoing worldwide coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. On March 11,
2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-19 outbreak a
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pandemic. The same day Portland State University (PSU) suspended all non-essential,
university-related travel until further notice. In subsequent notices the PSU graduate
school also suspended all in person human subjects research. Initially, this research was
intended to be done using first person interviews of the experiences of the community
members and experts implementing the IDJC resettlement. While there was opportunity
to complete remote interview surveys, I decided the inability to access a representative
sample of the community members was detrimental to the research design. Other
considerations for this methodological shift were due to multiple direct impacts of four
devastating hurricanes during the study period including Hurricane Laura (Category 4),
Hurricane Delta (Category 3), and Hurricane Zeta (Category 3) in 2020 and Hurricane
Ida (Category 4) in 2021. These disasters not only physically displaced many community
members, but it also impacted their ability to access electricity, wireless technology, and
telecommunication. Ultimately out of respect for the ongoing disaster recovery, this study
involves the analysis of text and documents instead of interviews. This discourse
analysis work can serve as a starting point for future studies with the ability to conduct
in-person co-produced research with the affected community.
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Chapter 5 Contested Meanings of Place
This chapter will layout the main findings for the first two research questions in
the study 1) How is Isle de Jean Charles community resettlement framed as a place by the
past and current residents, the IDJC band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe,
government officials, and the media? and 2) How do the dominant discourses and placebased narratives produce material implications and influence planning decisions within
the IDJC resettlement? The three dominant themes presented will integrate the findings
of the policy analysis, media analysis, and spatial analysis into one coherent narrative.
Table 1- Ten most frequently used codes discovered in the content analysis.

Housing

Media Documents
68

Policy Documents
120

Totals
188

Tribal

79

97

176

Engagement

27

141

168

Community

33

99

132

Land

73

57

130

Water

56

60

116

New Isle

60

53

113

State of Louisiana

59

49

108

Residents

49

57

106

Funding

56

34

90

The content analysis yielded 199 distinct codes. The three place-based themes
found through further exploration of the texts and discourses were: 1) Water, Land, and
Climate Change; 2) ‘Paradise’; and 3) The New Isle ‘Subdivision’. Of these themes,
some were identified in the quantitative analysis such as the most frequently used codes
“engagement” (n=168), “community” (n=132), “land” (n=130), and “water” (n=116) as
seen above in table 1. While others emerged during the discourse analysis such as and
“subdivision” (n= 26). The three themes discussed in this chapter will overall represent
50

two contested meanings of place: the state’s settler colonial approach and the Tribe’s
integrated Indigenous conceptualization.
5.1 Land, Water, and Climate Change
The conditions that motivated the community resettlement of IDJC are
undeniable— the physical and existential loss of land, whereas the real or perceived
causes of this land loss are more debated. The shaping of these causal framings by
different actors creates contested narratives of place which may lead to different planning
and goals for the resettlement. In this section, I show how place-based narratives about
water, land, and wetlands found in the media, policy documents, and topographic maps
are antithetical to the sense of place demonstrated in tribal plans.
In the media, water was often framed as a destructive force through the use of
metaphor. The examples of this are numerous, but some of the most striking are, “…on
the Louisiana coast, Isle de Jean Charles was also starting to drown,” (32; p. 1) and
“From the air looks more like a cofferdam in the process of surrendering to the Gulf of
Mexico,” (37; p. 1). These statements dramatize the lived experiences of the residents of
IDJC as vulnerable and in-periled from a fated, doomed existence. The 'inevitability’ of
the resettlement was also demonstrated in discourse employed by the OCD, “…whenever
nature does take its final toll, and the island will be forced into its final incarnation,” (3;
p. 137). This passage also frames the cause of the resettlement as an act of nature. This
contradicts the tribal framing of resettlement as a self-determined act of adaptation.
While the media often framed water as the causal mechanism for the structural
land loss of IDJC, the significance of water to the Island community was made clear in
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the state and tribal relocation plans. In the state plans, water was found the be important
to the resident’s using the resident survey in 2016. Their findings concluded, “Some
desire water on-sight or close by for fishing while others would rather be far from water
if it means higher risk,” (33; p. 13). Within the implementation of the resettlement, this
desire was honored by the OCD through site selection which included wetlands and the
arrangement of residential properties around this bayou. From a tribal perspective, water
was an essential feature to carry out tribal lifeways such as fishing and crabbing. This
was supported in numerous resident interviews with the media.
‘Well, it's my home, I mean it's for me, and if I want to go fish, if I want to
go jump in the water, the bayou is right there, the bayou is right there, the
bayou is right there,’ said DarDar, pointing in different directions around
his house. ‘I can take my line and go catch me a red fish right there in my
backyard, I can catch me some bass and some shrimp,’ (19; p. 1).
Fishing is not only an individual pursuit, but a cultural activity which brings community
together.
In addition to the narrative of the destructive power of water, the media applied a
similar framing through the personification of the land as a sentient agent. The discourse
about land uses verbs such as “withered into the Gulf of Mexico” (10; p. 2), “sinks below
the surface,” (12; p. 1), and “disappearing island,” (22; p. 1). While notable land loss is
occurring to the Island, using metaphors such as these is a disempowering narrative for
the community. It should be noted that this discourse differs from the more technical use
of the term subsidence which refers to the sinking of coastal land because of the
underground movement of material (NOAA, 2021). “It’s so low, so flat, and you’re also
dealing with subsidence,” (41, p. 5) explains an academic which specializes in flooding.
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While subsidence is sometimes listed as a cause of the land loss in the media, it is more
common to use words such as “sinking” or “disappearing”.
Similarly, the media rarely addresses the entities in power which negatively
impacted the land loss. This can be seen in the infrequent acknowledgement of the oil and
gas industries which have created a drastic physical transformation of the coastal
landscape. For example, across all analyzed documents the code “oil and gas” only
occurred 14 times. The only association of the impact of oil and gas extraction on IDJC
in documents published by OCD is within a caption for a graphic stating that canals were
dredged for pipelines between 1963 and 1998 (3; p. 139). Another intentional exclusion
is the rarely mentioned decision by USACE to leave IDJC out of the Morganza to the
Gulf realignment which drastically limited in-situ adaptation options. An exception to
this can be seen in the following quote in an article published in April 2019, “In 2002, the
corps [USACE] decided to exclude the island from a massive 72-mile levee system it was
planning, dooming it to a future underwater,” (12; p. 4). The state also failed to mention
the Morganza to the Gulf project as a catalyst for resettlement in the Master Planning
Document and subsequent IDJC reports.
The changes of land mass on the Island were more often attributed to
anthropogenic climate change across the analyzed texts. For example, “Climate-change
induced sea level rise is expected to swallow up [emphasis added] the island in the
coming years,” (39; p. 2). Climate change was either directly mentioned as a cause of the
land loss or by proxy through sea level rise, frequent flooding events, and the increased
intensity and frequency of storms and hurricanes. While the tribal plans addressed the
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problematic ‘climate refugee’ narrative of national and international media outlets, it was
uncommon for the local media in this study use this discourse. One exception is a 2017
headline in The Times-Picayune | The New Orleans Advocate titled, “State choses site
near Thibodeaux to relocate Isle de Jean Charles climate refugees” (48; p. 1). It should
also be noted that the state did not employ the climate refugee narrative in their policy
documents.

Figure 7- Photo of an elevated home in Isle de Jean Charles. Source: LA Times, 2019.

While the OCD does make some explicit statements around the causes of the land
loss, there are also instances where metaphor is employed. For example, “Yet, they know
the landscape is changing, the land is leaving them [emphasis added] and they are in the
process of understanding what this means for the transformations occurring to their
identities and the liminal spaces between,” (3; p. 170). This quotation, found in the
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conclusion of the master planning document published by OCD, introduces the viewpoint
of liminality to the conceptualization of place in IDJC. A similar reverence for the
shifting realities around water, land, and wetlands can be found in many of the documents
analyzed.
From a more practical standpoint, the classification of wetlands can be difficult
for many actors. For example, a journalist created the following prose,
When Isle de Jean Charles became an island is a matter of debate, as the
changing marshland around it made the edges difficult to define. With less
marshland buffering the island from waves and storm surge, hurricanes
take an ever more devastating toll (12; p. 3).
While in this text the changes in the land mass and wetlands over time support the
environmental changes experienced by the Tribe, this discourse can also be employed to
problematize the landscape. “A rapidly sinking and eroding piece of marsh in a remote
corner of Terrebone Parish,” (45; p. 2). In this quotation the later approach is used. Here
the author frames the Island as piece of remote marsh which conveys an imagery of a
sacrificial landscape, similar to that described by Maldonado (2019).
The reclassification of wetlands is also an inherently political decision as it
changes how the resources as managed. Designated wetlands are monitored by the
Louisiana Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) (LA DNR, 2020) which falls
under the purview of the 1990 Coastal Wetlands Planning, Protection and Restoration
Act (CWPPRA). CWPPRA has the expressed objective to of restore and prevent the
further loss of coastal wetlands, and therefore, classifying the location as a wetland would
necessitate the preservation of the area. On the other hand, the change in designation of
the Island and surrounding bayou to a state water bottom returns the title for the land to
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ownership to the state (Maldonado & Peterson, 2018). This would essentially authorize
the legal leasing of the property to oil and gas corporations in a new reiteration of the
extensive land grabs perpetrated by the oil industry at the hands of the state. Thus, the
state has a vested interest in classifying the area around IDJC as open water instead of
wetlands. These changes of in the designation of wetlands and water overtime was also
captured in the USGS topographic maps.
5.2 Maps as Representations of Place and Power
The spatial analysis of the USGS Topographic maps showed a decline of wetlands
and an increase in open water between the years 1964 to 1994 (figure 8). This is to be
expected as the land loss between this period is well documented in previous studies
(Britsch & Dunbar, 1993; Barras et al., 2003). Then between 2012 and 2015, a drastic
change occurred in the US Topo maps which does not accurately depict the on-ground
experience (figures 9 and 10). In the more current maps (2015-2020), IDJC is presented
as the small remaining piece of land in the middle of the blue ocean. This supports the
narrative that IDJC is an imperiled place in need of rescuing. This contrasts with the
maps before 2015, which depict a more complex story of wetlands and canals that more
closely resembles the aerial photographs. The complex liminality of the area more closely
aligns with the empowering stories of the Tribe which understands the natural
environment is changing but adaptation is possible.
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Figure 8- USGS Topographic maps of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle from 1964 (left) and 1994 (right). Source: United State Geologic
Survey (USGS). Note: Black rectangle added by the author to denote Isle de Jean Charles, Louisiana.

Figure 9- 2012 US Topo Map of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle. Source: United State Geologic Survey
(USGS). Note: Black rectangle added by the author to denote Isle de Jean Charles, Louisiana.
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Figure 10- 2015 US Topo Map of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle. Source: United State Geologic
Survey (USGS). Note: Black rectangle added by the author to denote Isle de Jean Charles.
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One noted difference that could have resulted in these changes is the 2015 maps
used an updated hydrology dataset (National Hydrology Dataset (NHD), 2013) while the
2012 map used the previous 2010 NHD. The classification of the area as wetland or water
in different NHDs is indicative of the influence decisions at the database or cartographic
level have on the overall appearance of the map. As a graphic representation of space, maps
also co-construct and reinforce place meanings. Whether or not these decisions were
intentionally made to reinforce a certain construction of place, the map can still be used by
actors to support or even ‘prove’ their own place meanings.
The lack of culpability for the oil and gas industry was further supported by the
removal of symbols for oil canals, pipelines, in USGS topographic maps in 2012 and the
removal of names of major oil fields from the maps after 2015 (figure 11). This is due in
part to the updated procedure for creating topographic maps by the USGS in 2009 which
s for mass-produced maps replaced ‘traditional’ method created using government
databases and GIS (USGS, n.d.). The cartographic decision to remove oil a nd gas
symbology and names from the US Topo maps may at least figuratively erase the
presence of the petrochemical industries on the area. These maps where further mobilized
by the OCD to convey the narrative of extreme land loss using a selection of the same
topographic maps on page 139 of the Master Planning Document (3) to outline the effect
climate change has had on land loss in IDJC. Moreover, it is important to recognize that
the maps published after 2015 were created during the initial application process to the
NRDC grant funding needed to implement the IDJC resettlement. While it is true that
IDJC has and continues to experience substantial land loss, the 2015 map seems to imply
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Figure 11- Closeups of US Topo maps of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle from the years 2012 (left) and 2015
(right). Source: United State Geologic Survey (USGS). Note: Black rectangle added by the author to denote Isle de
Jean Charles, Louisiana. Red circles (left) show previous symbology for oil/gas industries which is absent on the
2015 map (right).

this occurred over a misleading three-year timeframe. This supports the state’s narrative
of a vulnerable place on the front lines of climate change.
5.3 ‘Paradise’
The theme of IDJC as a paradise was seen in the media and policy documents, yet
it had several distinct meanings. In the media, this was most accurately depicted in the
news article titled “Escaping Paradise” (12) written in 2019. The author interviews
numerous current residents of IDJC to describe their relationship to the Island. Edison
Dardar, described as a 69-year-old fisherman, states “It’s paradise [emphasis added] out
here”, (12; p. 2). The author elaborates that the unique sense of place constructed and felt
by those who call IDJC home are struggling to leave behind their way of life.
One of the material consequences of these previously described contested
narratives of place is the future development plans of the Island. In the final section of the
“IDJC Resettlement Master Planning” document titled “Reimaging the Island”, the OCD
outlines five options for “envision[ing] how the island might be used in the future — its
highest and best uses” (3; p. 149). This ‘best use’ framing is a settler colonial trope that
implies the land is underutilized and therefore can be optimize for more appropriate uses.
One of these ideas called “Land of Ghost Trees and Houses” (figure 12) describes how the
abandoned properties can be turned into bird nesting structures “returning the land to nature”
(3; p. 146, 151). In this scenario, there is also the creation of a trailhead around the
circumference of the island which follows the ring levee and reinforces recreation as an
acceptable use after permanent residence is no longer viable. While these development
plans were suggested as a long view strategy by the OCD, recent efforts by the Houma62

Terrebone Parish Regional Planning Commission have been taken to improve recreation
infrastructure on the Island.

Figure 12- One potential development scheme for the Island after the community resettlement. Source:
OCD, 2021, p. 151.

In 2021, an engineering firm, A.M. Dupont Corp, made a proposal to the
Terrebone Parish Planning Commission for the development of seven new lots on IDJC
for recreational uses, locally called ‘camps’. Along with these new properties, would be
plans to improve water and sewerage pipes, and fire hydrants that would serve the camps.
This would necessitate the dredging of the bayou in front of the properties to
accommodate the new pipes. While these sites are not permanent dwellings, if approved,
this new development would contradict the states funding application which stated the
Island is “unsafe for habitation” (7; p. 7). Moreover, the creation of new fishing camps by
the private developer comes at the same time as IDJC residents prepare to move to the
New Isle once construction is completed at the end of 2022. Additionally, the formation
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of the new recreational camps would also occur while past and current residents of Isle de
Jean Charles involved in the resettlement were not allowed to access services or make
improvements to their own properties. Therefore, this dispute introduces another layer to
examine injustice within the IDJC resettlement as an example of dispossession of land
through relocation.
This new conflict over the recreational development of the Island was captured in
the local news media. Chief Naquin decisively disavowed these plans. In a statement he
writes,
When the resettlement plan was approved and funded by the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development, we agreed to it based on
our understanding that part of the agreement was that IDJC would be left
to nature, meaning no improvements or services would be provided to
IDJC over time, and it would ultimately be consumed by water. This
includes our roads, our homes, and our historic burial sites. However, now
that the resettlement has been funded, we see improvements being made to
our Island Road, and fishing piers with parking were built. Our school was
recently shut down – we were told it didn’t make sense to keep it open. ...
It seems IDJC is slated to become a recreational sporting island
[emphasis added]. (26; p. 2)
Terrebone Parish officials attempted to explain that the previous residents retain
ownership of their properties, and the proposed sites are not included in the resettlement.
Though in practice, this new development should be understood as a land grab which
reinforces ‘acceptable’ land use.
Furthermore, the creation of fishing camps supports the state’s framing of place as
a sportsman’s paradise. Chief Naquin explicitly expressed this particular concern in the
above passage. The sportsman’s paradise narrative is place-based narrative which
presents the lands of coastal Louisiana as valuable, and thus profitable, for recreational
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uses particularly by visitors. An example of this can be seen within the state’s LA SAFE
adaptation plans, “The parish’s wildlife areas, recreational facilities, parks, bayous, and
marshes provide abundant opportunities for hiking, biking, boating, recreational fishing,
kayaking, hunting, birding, and ecotourism,” (6; p. 75). It should be noted that this phrase
can be found throughout the LA SAFE and CPRA policy documents but was not used
explicitly in resettlement plans for IDJC. While this sportsman’s paradise narrative was
only briefly observed in the text, it has profound implications for future development and
land use plans on IDJC after the resettlement.
5.4 The New Isle ‘Subdivision’
One place-based narrative found in the resettlement location (the New Isle) was
the discourse around the idea of a subdivision. The use of the term was first seen in a
newspaper article published on January 6, 2018, with a paraphrased quote from Chief
Naquin expressing concern over the selling of homes to individuals outside of the
community. Chief Naquin was later directly quoted stating, "It wasn't for the white folks.
We were supposed to have a tribal community. ... Now anybody can go. ... It's going to
be like a Section 8 subdivision [emphasis added]," (12; p. 5). After Chief Naquin’s quote
in 2019, the local media referred to the New Isle as a ‘subdivision’ 24 times in the next
two years. The media also yielded considerable power in the capacity to potentially
shape the outside perception of the resettlement
In different terms, this subdivision discourse is supported in a 2017 paraphrased
statement by Mathew Sanders, the resilience manager for OCD, which expresses the
option for other “climate refugees” on Louisiana’s rapidly “disappearing coast” to move
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into the resettlement community, (39; p. 5). This discourse choice by the journalists may
have misconstrued the community resettlement to the public as merely another housing
development or ‘subdivision’. The subdivision narrative is an act of erasure and
assimilation against the Tribe who must now open their community resettlement to nonIndigenous people. This decision to allow other people into the New Isle demonstrates
the concept of equality through an equal access for different groups to resources but it is
also an act of environmental injustice as it does not recognize the historical acts of
structural violence experienced by the tribe. In other words, this scenario is fair in a
distributive justice approach, but not in its recognition justice.
On the other hand, the narrative of the subdivision was not explicitly supported by
the OCD and its president. Forbes was quoted saying, "HUD would not have given us
money just to go build a subdivision [emphasis added]. We would consider it a failure if
all we did was get people moved out of harm's way," (12; p. 5). In the state plans, the
only mention of a subdivision is stating that residents do not want it to feel like a
subdivision (3; p.73) and the plan’s approval process with the planning commission.
Since the Terrebonne Parish Consolidated Government defines the New Isle as a ‘major
subdivision’ the master plan required the approval of by the Terrebonne Parish Planning
Commission and Parish Council (3; p. 133). On February 21, 2019, The New Isle's
master plan was unanimously approved by the parish Planning Commission. The use of
“subdivision” in an official planning use was also seen in one article, “The plan and
preliminary proposals were found to have met the parish's initial criteria for a major
subdivision,” (27; p. 2). The differences between the colloquial use of subdivision and the
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use as a planning criterion demonstrates the importance of precise language in
community resettlement planning. The discourse around subdivision illustrates a
conceptual divide between the media, the Tribe, and the state which had real world
implications for the resettlement.
In conclusion, two separate framings and meanings of place were found between
the Tribe and the State of Louisiana in the community resettlement of IDJC. The first is
the government’s white settler understanding of land and place. The governmental
discourse framed IDJC as a vulnerable, sacrificial location where assistance was required
to save a community “imperiled on the front lines of coastal erosion and rising seas” (3;
p. 3). The causes of this land loss were generally attributed to the inevitable forces of
global anthropogenic climate change and not calculated structural violence. This framing
of place was reinforced by the local news media through the use of metaphor which
dramatized the suffering of the people of IDJC. Furthermore, the state employed
topographic maps to ‘prove’ their narratives of vulnerability in IDJC and remove
culpability from the oil and gas industries. Meanwhile, in the same location, the tribal
relationship to the land supported a sense of place that was culturally specific and
essential to the continuation of the Tribe. In the beginning, the community resettlement
offered an opportunity to honor their homeland and values while reinforcing cultural
lifeways at a new site. The tribal-led resettlement was later recreated by the state and
media through disempowering and assimilating discourse (e.g., ‘paradise’, ‘subdivision’,
etc.) which erased the Native. In the following chapter, I will explore how by the state
coopted power from the Tribe to uphold and reinforce a settler colonial view of place.
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Chapter 6 Holistic Resettlement
The application and meaning around the word holistic are important points of
contention between the state and tribal policies. The state’s goal of a holistic or multifaceted resettlement is described as one that respects ‘community’ values. The state
attempts to uphold this commitment through efforts of community engagement. Beyond
this point it is unclear what the state means by holistic.
On the other hand, a holistic resettlement was of utmost importance to the Tribe
as demonstrated by the title of their relocation policy document “Preserving Our Place”
(2 &4). Holistic to the Tribe means the integration of tribal lifeways into the community
resettlement plans which supports cultural continuation. The following quote by Tribal
Secretary, Chantel Comardelle describes how the state’s approach aids in the erasure of
tribal lifeways, “The state isn’t thinking holistically about how the commercial and
residential components of the site can be linked through ecology and culture, (4; p. 26)”.
This chapter will interrogate how differences in meaning and understanding of the
word holistic are made real by language in planning and policy documents. I will explore
the power dynamics of the actors in the resettlement through their ability to carry out
their respective visions for a ‘holistic’ resettlement. I describe my findings for my third
research question: A. What are the power dynamics between actors in the IDJC
resettlement? B. How does this affect the planning outcomes and implementation of the
community resettlement?
6.1 Defining ‘Community’ in Community Resettlement
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The theme of community is integral to both the state and tribal plans for the IDJC
resettlement, though there are key differences in the approach and definitions of
community between the actors. In the following theme, I will continue to unpack the
differences between a community-based approach by the Tribe and resident-based
approach utilized by the OCD. The differences in discourse around the concept of
community is not only a conceptual divide, but also plays out in the planning, and
ultimately, the implementation of the resettlement.
At the outset of the project, the OCD defined the community as the current
residents of IDJC. This was supported through the phase 1 engagement which limited
contact to the 26 households, about 99 full time residents of the island. A similar
statement can also be found in the Overview and Background document (7) which says,
“the state’s expressed purpose has been to provide all current, permanent residents with
relocation options that reflect the values of the Isle de Jean Charles people,” (p. 2). This
is later clarified that intended beneficiaries also include any past residents displaced by
Hurricane Isaac since August 28, 2012. The struggle for the state to define the community
within the community resettlement could be attributed to the bureaucratic and legal
structures imposed by the CDBG grant guidelines through HUD.
The HUD guidelines generally operate at an individual resident level and not one
at a community scale. The use of the term “resident” (n=106) is prevalent throughout the
policy documents published by the OCD. In an attempt to define the resident and their
benefits, restrictions, and expectations within the resettlement two supplemental
documents were published. In the “Permanent Relocation and Housing Incentive
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Program Policies” (8), the OCD outlines eligibility requirements and provides definitions
for terms such as households and families. Households are defined as “An individual or a
group whose income is reported singly or together on one (1) income tax return in the
most recent tax year prior to program application,” (8; p. 8). The definition of family is

Figure 13- Eligibility pathways for residents of Isle de Jean Charles resettlement. Source- OCD, 2020, p. 9.

more complex but can be summarized as two or more individuals related by blood,
marriage, or operations of the law, or unrelated people sharing a housing unit (8; pgs. 870

9). This document also describes pathways to eligibility for families which want to take
place in the resettlement which are further clarified in another document “Resettlement
Options” (9). The resident-based approach is used to determine who can receive a home
based on residency location and duration, property ownership, and tax filings. The OCD
clearly represents these definitions in a graphic depicting the three pathways for inclusion
within the resettlement as seen above (figure 13). The defining of eligibility and inclusion
necessitates the delineation of exclusion. This can be seen in the exclusion of any
residents who were displaced before Hurricane Isaac on April 28th, 2012. The decisionmaking around this date is unclear, but it does demonstrate the erasure of previously
displaced Tribal members. This is incompatible with both an Indigenous worldview as
well as the desires of the Tribe which have the stated goal of Tribal reunification through
the resettlement process.
In the Tribal resettlement toolkit, community is defined by the community. The
first line in the introduction of “Preserving Our Place” (2) is, “Community is self-defined
and complicated. This field guide does not define what a community is or is not…” (p.
6). In this approach community could be defined by social relationships and bonds
fostered through a common history, shared culture, and ancestry. When the Tribe began
to define community, it was through an activity of shared core values which later outlined
the goals of the community resettlement. A sample of these values included “The 5 S’s:
Safety, Sovereignty, Sustainability, and Self-Sufficiency” (2; p.11). These are shared
community values collectively determined by the Tribe is a very different approach than
individual resident surveys employed by the OCD to determine resident’s values.
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Using a community-based approach is also holistic in nature. The Tribe describes
this shift in perspective well, “Perhaps most importantly, a community of individuals can
form where everyone realizes their role in the discussions and begins to view the
community as a whole,” (2; p. 16). This aligns with an Indigenous perspective which
honors the needs of the community above that of the individual. This differs in the way
that community is used in by the OCD. Forbes refers to the community as a location and
not as a social entity. He has made statements to the media such as “…building the
community” (49; p. 4) and “…assisting those residents interested in moving out of harm's
way and into a new community” (47; p. 2). The difference in discourse between creating
a new ‘community’ for residents and engaging in a community-led resettlement
illustrates an erasure of the Tribe at through the state’s resettlement policies. The next
theme will
6.2 The Stakeholder Problem
The community resettlement of IDJC is a top-down power structure which must
first abide by the laws and restrictions of the federal government of the United States of
America (figure 14). As the source of the funding, the US government through HUD, was
able to monitor compliance with CDBG policies including but not limited to the Fair
Housing Act. The project lead/grantee is the Louisiana OCD which was able to establish
the goals of the resettlement, develop eligibility criteria for the community, led
community workshops and meetings, and hired and coordinated implementing partners.
The OCD was supported by the Louisiana Housing Corporation and the Terrebone Parish
Consolidated Government. The Louisiana-based engineering firm CSRS Inc. was chosen
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by the OCD to lead the design of the resettlement community and coordinate additional
implementing partners.

Figure 14- Map of the power dynamics within the Isle de Jean Charles community resettlement.

The top-down power structure implemented by the state even seems to go against
their own stated goals of the relocation. The differences in the discourse in the policies
and the implementation are where much of the conflict between the OCD and the Tribe
has arisen. For example, in the Community Master Planning and Programming
Development document the OCD states the mission of the resettlement “in a manner that
emphasizes resident’s self-determination” (3; p. 5). This stands in opposition to the
structuration of the resettlement in a top-down power structure which doesn’t name the
Isle de Jean Charles Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe as a member of the
project team or project partner (3; p. 1). While the OCD did engage in frequent
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consultation with the current residents7, they are understood as stakeholders and hold
only a small amount of power in the resettlement. I argue the least amount of power is
held by any actor in the resettlement is the Tribe. I represent this distinction in figure 13
through a dashed line which symbolizes the removal and erasure of the Tribe. In an open
statement on January 15, 2019, tribal leaders made these concerns known stating, “We
are not merely stakeholders [emphasis added] engaged in a project. We are rights-holders
committed to future generations of our family, our knowledge, our ways of life, and our
Island people. Our Tribe’s cultural survival depends on it," (16; p.1).
The shifting relationship between the Tribe and the OCD occurred over the course
of the planning and implementation of the resettlement. At the time of submitting a
proposal for the NDRC, the Tribe believed to be in partnership with the state. The state
corroborates this fact within their Phase 1 report stating that the application for the HUD
grant was completed in partnership with tribal leadership and the Lowlander Center, a
community non-profit in the area (p. 4). At this time the partnership was maintained by
weekly calls and several meetings between the project team and tribal leadership (p. 4).
The media began to draw attention to the conflicts between the state and the Tribe
in December 2017. This can be seen in an article for the Times-Picayune | New Orleans
Advocate which describes concerns of the Traditional Tribal Chief, Albert Naquin. Chief
Naquin was troubled by the potential for homes to be sold to people outside of the Tribe.
The article reports that “[Naquin] worries about the dilution of the tribe’s culture with the
introduction of people from the outside” (48; p. 6). The decision to open the community

7

Not all current residents are enrolled members of the Isle de Jean Charles Band of the Biloxi-ChitimachaChoctaw Tribe.
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to people outside of the Tribe is a function of HUD’s regulatory guidelines and antidiscrimination law. The Fair Housing Act (FHA) “prohibits the discrimination because of
race, color, national origin, religion, sex (including gender, gender identity, sexual
orientation, and sexual harassment), familial status, and disability” (HUD, n.d.). In the
context of the resettlement, it prevents the use of tribal affiliation as an exclusionary
factor to participate in the resettlement.
In this study, the most frequently used code in the policy documents was
“engagement” (n= 141). This code was often employed in the planning and policy
documents published by the state and detailed a range of community engagement tools
employed during the planning of the resettlement. Between 2016 and 2019, there were
five community meetings, two design meetings (one of which was also counted as a
community meeting), six steering committee meetings, weekly visits to IDJC, and a
census and survey of current residents done by the state to undertake a ‘co-design’
process (3; 33). While these efforts were intended to build trust and identify resident
values (3; 33), it is an act of power which legitimizes the control of the state over the
ability of the Tribe to lead the resettlement planning process. One way this is executed is
through to the ability to set the time, date, and location as well as the agenda of these
events.
Agenda setting in meetings limits the topics of discussion to those deemed
relevant to the state while making invisible other concerns. For example, in an article
published in February 2019, an official from the Houma-Terrebonne Regional Planning
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Commission was disconcerted when residents voiced their concerns during a planning
meeting turning it into a “public venting session” (27; p. 1). He discloses,
I didn't expect this. I'm disappointed that the folks used this platform to
voice their opinion about civil matters and not the items on the agenda. I
think they'll find they'll have a better place to voice their opinion, and
that's when this stuff moves on to council. That's a better-suited location
for their concerns. (27; p. 2)
The decision of appropriateness is an act of power that is carried out by the state. This is
further supported in the exceptional detail the OCD takes in documenting the scheduled
topics of each meeting in the Phase 2 report. Consequently, there needs to be greater

Figure 15- An example of engagement materials created by the Office of Community Development for
IDJC community resettlement planning meetings. Source- OCD, 2016, p. A-5.
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attention paid to not only the opportunity for the community to provide feedback in
meetings, but also a commitment to implement the desired changes in the policies. The
choices of language around the topics and how the meeting is organized further restricts
the acceptable viewpoints for discussion. During the first community meeting that took
place on August 6th, 2016, the OCD with support from three project team members set up
stations to discuss four topics: the environment, the community, the economy, and
housing (figure 15). This categorization, particularly the separation between the
community and the environment, displays the imposition of a non-Indigenous ontology
on to the Tribe or in other words, assimilation.
In the Resettlement of Isle de Jean Charles: Background and Overview the state
makes it clear that the HUD guidelines and FHA will be followed in this resettlement
stating that, “Regardless of which tribe current and past residents identify with, the
Resettlement is, by federal law and the state’s desire [emphasis added], not tied to any
particular tribe, race, or belief system,” (7; p. 4). Using the phrase ‘the state’s desire’
implies that some amount of choice was present to either abide by or modify the existing
law. This was corroborated by an additional statement,
In order to comply with HUD requirements and respect the desires of
islanders, the state has created [emphasis added] an approach that allows
residents continued access to their island properties. This is an innovative
solution and a significant departure from traditional HUD- funded
relocation programs, which require vacated land to become permanent
open space (7; p. 7).
The state’s expressed reasoning behind this decision was after the census of the
current island residents they found “a diverse community of sometimes competing tribal
interests” (7; p. 4). This finding is not entirely unexpected because of the historic
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relationships of the BCC and the United Houma Nation. It should be recognized though
that the BCC maintains that IDJC is their ancestral homeland and therefore expected to
be the primary benefactors of the resettlement as was indicated in the initial NDRC
application. Furthermore, the BCC has been working on tribal-led community
resettlement for two decades with the expressed purpose of reunifying the tribe as a
means of cultural preservation. This decision to treat members with different tribal
affiliation the same is an example of erasure through the failure to recognize the distinct
realities and histories of each tribe.
The decision to remove the BCC as the sole benefactors is further explained in a
direct quote by Pat Forbes, the president of the Louisiana OCD, to the media in an article
published in January 2018.
We will not, by federal law, be discriminating against anybody who lives
on the island or meets any of the criteria. We try to go back and use the
limited amount of funds we have to help as many people as we can. We’re
not going to be discriminating against any tribal affiliation or lack thereof.
(29; p. 3).
While Forbes and the state maintain that their goals are anti-discriminatory, by not
recognizing the unique connection to place and the sacrifices undertaken by the Tribe to
maintain their lifeways on IDJC, their actions can be deemed unjust. This lack of
recognition of the exceptional hardships suffered by the Tribe protects the power and
authority of the state in a way which perpetuates structural violence. Additionally, the
state fails to mention the historical inequities faced by the Tribe and how these challenges
have shaped the current situation and outcomes.
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The conflict between the state and the Tribe is a prevalent theme across the data
and is illustrated by selected direct quotes of Chief Naquin and Pat Forbes (table 2). From
2018 to 2021 the OCD continued to control the narrative of the resettlement in the media
as a fair, deliberate process intended to move residents out of harm’s way. In January
Table 2- Selected quotes from analyzed texts of the Traditional Tribal Chief of the Isle de Jean Charles
Band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe, Albert Naquin and the president of the Louisiana Department
of Community Development, Pat Forbes.
Chief Albert Naquin
Themes
Pat Forbes
“We were supposed to be a model
Model Resettlement “We look forward to building the
for others, but the state took (the
community, improving economic
process) over and screwed it all up.”
opportunities for its residents,
facilitating preservation and
revitalization of the islanders’ diverse
cultural identities and traditions, and
establishing a model of successful
resettlement that can be replicated
elsewhere.”
“We all know what we want:
Resettlement Goals
"The goals of the resettlement are, first,
betterment of the people on the
to provide residents with an opportunity
Island and bringing our culture
to move out of harm's way, and also to
together. To do this, we must build
provide every opportunity for the
a bridge between our ancestral land
community to maintain and build upon
and our new land.”
the deep cultural and community ties
that the island represents."
"They want to do it their own way,
Stakeholder
"[The Tribe is] an important stakeholder,
and so they're going on with it
and when you have stakeholders, you
without us."
need to understand their perspective on
what you're doing and can continue to
adapt."
"We got the money back in 2016,
Timeframe
"By definition, we want this to be a
and look we're buying the land
slow, deliberate process. We know that
now? We've already gone through
there are people that live on the island
three hurricane seasons and now
that don't want to leave, and we
we've got to go through more."
completely respect that."
"The plan was to reunite the tribe,
Tribal Participation
Forbes said the tribe-led plan informed
and now it's going to be destroyed.
the state plan, but not all residents are
Instead of fixing it, I broke it."
tribal members or backed the tribe's
plan. "Our clients are the residents,
regardless of tribal affiliation," he said.

2019, Forbes explains that the process will continue with or without tribal involvement
(16; p. 2). During the same period, Chief Naquin is adamant about the state ‘hijacking’
the tribal resettlement (12; p. 1). He makes statements such as "The state stole our plan to
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get the money and now they are running off with it," (12; p. 5) and "We ain't gonna get
nothing. I think we're almost finished. They tell me not to give up, but I can't see it going
anywhere." (27; p. 2).
I argue that the management of the community resettlement by government
officials perpetuates existing settler colonial power structures in a way that erases the
Native. The material implications of the erasure can be seen in the eligibility
requirements of the grant, decision-making around community engagement, and the
persistent misalignment between stated and implemented goals. The origin of these
policy decisions is the framing of the Tribe as a stakeholder and not as a partner in the
resettlement. In the following theme, I will describe how the resettlement would differ if
it was led by the Tribal community.
6.3 Differences in a Tribal-led Resettlement
The Tribe’s conceptualization of place went beyond property or place attachment
and was instead framed as integral for the survival of the Tribal community. This is why
tribal reunification was, and still is, the main goal of the tribal community resettlement. It
is not just important to honor the cultural heritage, it is a necessary function of the
holistic community resettlement. Nevertheless, the OCD and Forbes has made it clear
that the resettlement will continue “with or without tribal involvement,” (16; p. 2). The
goal tribal reunification is fundamentally different than the resettlement options offered
by the OCD (figure 13). Instead of allowing any displaced tribal member a place in the
resettlement, the OCD provides pathways to homeownership only to residents displaced
after Hurricane Isaac in August 2012. These restrictions are done in the pursuit of
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equality not equity. Furthermore, the restriction of benefits to IDJC residents undermines
self-determination. If OCD did truly support a resettlement which affirms community
autonomy the power structure of the project (figure 14) would look like this diagram
created by the Tribe (figure 16).

Figure 16- Tribal-led resettlement power structure. Source: IDJC Tribe, 2019a, p. 3.

While there is some convergence around important values described by the Tribe
and the state, the framing and intentions differ between actors which results in two
different conceptualizations of the same place. The community engagement sessions led
by the Tribe began with storytelling about experiences in the environment culminating in
a mapping of cultural lifeways (2; pgs. 15-20). The choice of the word lifeways, roughly
defined as way of life, demonstrates an intrinsic connection where continuity of place and
survival of the tribe are one in the same. This can also be seen in the following quote,
“[We] feel that planning processes must account for the future preservation and
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regeneration of its culture and lifeways.” (2; p. 8). Figure 17 depicts one of the lifeway
maps designed by the Tribe through their Tribal-led process.

Figure 17- A mapping of tribal lifeways in Isle de Jean Charles. Source: IDJC Tribe, 2019a, p. 19.

The tribal materials for the resettlement are very clear about the impacts of
structural violence on historical and current events. “We want to emphasize the various
faces that structural violence can take - from the purposeful silencing of voices to
rendering invisible specific populations to outright neglect of specific populations, and
however else it may manifest,” (2; p. 7). The Tribe also outlines the many forms that
structural violence has and may take including “forced displacement, land grabs, and
unsustainable development” (2; p. 26). In the context of the resettlement, this silencing
can be seen in the engagement and outreach deployed by the state which systematical
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prioritized the desires of current residents over the tribal community. This is further
explained as “ahistorical adaptation” (2; p. 7) in which structural injustices are ignored by
powerful actors thus placing additional risk and harm on the community8. Furthermore,
ahistorical adaption is a continuation of the impact of settler colonialization on the
Native. The tribal community of IDJC has recognized the repurposing of these tropes
within their resettlement. For example, Al Naquin (the chief’s cousin) makes this known
in the following impactful quote, “"Wow, a modern-day Trail of Tears!" (12; p. 4).
Indigenous sense of place is, in its essence, different than the settler colonial place
attachment cultivated over the last 300 years. Chief Naquin puts it simply, "If we don't
get this resettlement, the tribe is probably going to vanish," (42; p. 4). This is due to the
reciprocal nature that tribal lifeways honor and protect the environment through cultural
activities. Thus, community resettlements involving Indigenous communities need to be
different to honor this intrinsic relationship with the land. When done with the expressed
purpose to right past wrongs and in partnership with the tribal community, resettlement
could be a form of IEJ.

8

See Jessee (2020) for further discussion about ahistorical adaptation in the IDJC community resettlement.
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Chapter 7 Reconceptualizing Resettlement
In this final chapter, I conclude with two recommendations for the
reconceptualization of resettlement which honors Indigenous sovereignty and IEJ.
7.1 Indigenous Sovereignty
The most unilateral way to promote tribal-led community resettlement in the US
is to make drastic changes to the pathway for federal recognition. The current process of
federal recognition for Indigenous Nations and Tribes has been described as
“administrative genocide” (William Starna as cited by Jessee, 2020) because of the
pervasive inability to access this distinction and the rights associated with it. Particular
rights provided by federal recognition that would increase tribal self-determination in
adaptation and resettlement decisions include the protection of homelands and sacred
sites and the ability to implement stricter penalties for acts of environmental degradation
(Katz, 2003 as cited by Jessee, 2020).
The main barrier to federal recognition in the case of Isle de Jean Charles band of
Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Tribe is the inability to ‘prove’ that they are a distinct
community from the other Indigenous groups in coastal Louisiana. Maldonado (2019)
explains that that it was a common experience for Tribal members of coastal Louisiana to
be raised as “Indian without any specific Tribal affiliation” (p. 34). The history of
marginalization and displacement of the Tribe and other Indigenous groups in the area
are now preventing their own federal recognition due to lack of formal agreements
between the US government and the Tribal communities. Currently, the Tribe has only
been recognized by the State of Louisiana which provides limited rights such as: access
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to education and healthcare opportunities. And even those few benefits have been
inconsistent (Jessee, 2020).
Additionally, the protection of Indigenous sovereignty can also create new
funding pathways for Indigenous communities to operate in the role of the ‘grantee’ in
the resettlement. As I previously described, the restrictions put in place by HUD and
carried out by the OCD created an imbalance of power which led to the erasure of the
Tribe from the resettlement process. I argue that it was the control of the grant fund was a
source of power which allowed the state to implement the resettlement in a way that
supported their understanding of place and goals. Another option to modify current of
funding mechanisms in community resettlements, is to expand and redefine who can
access particular funds. For example, Maldonado and Peterson (2018) argue that
Indigenous communities should be exempt from the FHA as this law pertains to
individuals and not communities. If the FHA and other HUD policies (such as CDBG)
are restructured in a way which provides access to Tribal communities separately from
states, the ability to co-opt a Tribal-led resettlement would be seriously limited even
without federal recognition. This acknowledgement of the different ontologies and
histories of Indigenous communities represents a just approach to resettlement that moves
beyond equality and focuses on equity.
Finally, additional considerations need to be made in regard to the opportunities
for collective community relocation. Besides this case study of community resettlement,
the current options in the US are mostly limited to individual FEMA buyouts which have
been shown to be difficult to access in marginalized populations such as Indigenous
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communities (Siders, 2019; Marino, 2018). In Louisiana, a similar form of voluntary
buyout has been offered for individual households through by CPRA through the
Louisiana’s 50-year Master Plan for a Sustainable Coast policy. When implemented on
an individual basis, these programs force people to move in a “piecemeal manner” in a
disruption to culture, social ties, and sense of place (Maldonado & Peterson, 2018; p.
294). This effect is exacerbated in Tribal communities who place a greater importance on
the collective survival of the tribe over the individual. Thus, it is imperative that
Indigenous Nations and Tribes are uniquely supported in tribal-led resettlements which
recognizes that cultural survival is only possible with an intact community.
My recommendations to expand the rights and recognize the sovereignty of
Indigenous Nations, particularly within community resettlements, closely follows other
scholars (e.g., Kumasaka et al., 2021; Jessee, 2020; Maldonado et al., 2021; Maldonado
& Peterson, 2018). Additonally, Gilio-Whitaker (2019) argues that the acknowledgement
of Native nations and the explicit respect of Indigenous self-determination is essential to
IEJ (p. 12). It is my intention to add my voice to these conversations about climate and
environmental justice and to advocate for the self-determination of Tribal communities
enduring the coupled harms of settler colonialism and anthropogenic climate change.
7.2 Resettlement as Site Expansion
Some scholars recommend re-imagining tribal-led resettlement as site expansion
(Maldonado et al., 2021; Marino et al., 2019). The concept and language of site
expansion was developed by Kigiqtamiut residents in Shishmaref, Alaska in order to
retain an unalienable connection to the uninhabitable location otherwise forfeited in other
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resettlement schemes (Maldonado et al., 2021). Site expansion supports a tribal approach
to resettlement which centers regeneration and TEK informed adaptation over
disempowering narratives of “retreat”. Similarly, Chief Naquin states the opportunity for
reframing resettlement as regeneration clearly, “We all know what we want: betterment
of the people on the Island and bringing our culture together. To do this, we must build a
bridge between our ancestral land and our new land,” (4; p. 24). Maintaining the ‘bridge’
between homelands and the resettlement site can secure the management of tribal lands to
prevent undesirable future dispossession and colonization. Therefore, site expansion
would protect tribal land in a way where “the loss of land does not mean the loss of
rights” (Maldonado et al., 2021) which is a pervasive function in land grabs.
Additionally, this reframing would also be able to protect place-based ties and sense of
place generally destroyed through the resettlement process (Downing, & GarciaDowning, 2009). Finally, the use of site expansion language can in practice return
Indigenous lands to the original caretakers which is an essential aspect to decolonization
(Tuck & Yang, 2012) as well as IEJ (Gilio-Whitaker, 2019).
It is one thing to acknowledge the importance (and often loss) of sense of place,
but without the enactment of policy which protects community place-based ties it will
remain a negative effect of climate-induced relocation. The goal of this study was to
better understand the opportunities and trade-offs involved in community resettlement in
the US. With my findings, it is my intention bring recognition and awareness to
inequalities in power in the IDJC community resettlement schemes. I aspire to apply the
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knowledge and insight gained through this master’s thesis project to aid communities in
adaptation planning which protects place-based ties and rejuvenates culture.
In conclusion, I hope this work accurately portrays the words and lived
experiences of the residents of IDJC in a way that honors their collective history. To
capture the unimaginable choice facing relocating communities, I end with a quote from a
resident of Isle de Jean Charles.
‘This here can't be remade someplace,’ Chris Brunet, 53, said as he looked
out across the open land where his family used to grow okra and
cantaloupe. ‘It's just impossible. It's a once-in-a-lifetime thing, a setting
away from the world,’ (12; p. 2).
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Appendix A Full Data Source Table
Table A.1- A list of the analyzed texts with the assignment document number.
Doc. #

Publisher/Newspaper

Title/Headline

Author

Year

1

Coastal Protection and
Restoration Authority of
Louisiana (CPRA)

"Louisiana’s Comprehensive Master Plan
for a Sustainable Coast"

N/A

2017

2

Isle de Jean Charles
Biloxi-ChitimachaChoctaw Tribe

"Preserving Our Place, A Community
Field Guide to Engagement, Resilience,
and Resettlement: Community
regeneration in the face of environmental
and developmental pressures"

N/A

2019

3

Louisiana Office of
Community
Development (OCD)

"Community Master Planning and
Program Development for the Isle de Jean
Charles Resettlement"

N/A

2021

4

Isle de Jean Charles
Biloxi-ChitimachaChoctaw Tribe

"Preserving Our Place, A Community
Field Guide to Engagement, Resilience,
and Resettlement: Community
regeneration in the face of environmental
and developmental pressures"

N/A

2019

5

Louisiana’s Strategic
Adaptations for Future
Environments (LA
SAFE)

"Our Land and Our Water: A Regional
Approach to Adaptation "

N/A

2019

6

Louisiana’s Strategic
Adaptations for Future
Environments (LA
SAFE)

"Terrebone Parish Adaption Strategy "

N/A

2019

7

Louisiana Office of
Community
Development (OCD)

"Resettlement of Isle de Jean Charles:
Background and Overview"

N/A

2020

8

Louisiana Office of
Community
Development (OCD)

"Isle de Jean Charles (IDJC) Resettlement:
Permanent Relocation & Housing
Incentives"

N/A

2020

9

Louisiana Office of
Community
Development (OCD)

"Isle de Jean Charles Resettlement "

N/A

2020

10

The Courier

"Building stronger: Island resettlement's
homes designed to help weather storms"

Setyawan, Kezia

2021

11

Houma Today

"EPA honors local Native Americans"

Duchmann, Holly

2017

12

Los Angeles Times

"ESCAPING 'PARADISE': Road off
sinking island fraught with uncertainty"

Jarvie, Jenny

2019

13

The Courier

"Information, transparency are keys to
relocation [OPINION]"

Staff Writer

2019
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14

Houma Today

"Island relocation far from complete"

Yoshonis, Scott

2019

15

Houma Today

"Island resettlement intake process gets
underway"

Parker, Halle

2019

16

Houma Today

"Island residents' concerns over relocation
discussed"

Yoshonis, Scott

2019

17

The Courier

"Isle de Jean Charles residents' new homes
fared well after Hurricane Ida. Most of
their current homes did not."

Setyawan, Kezia

2021

18

Houma Today

"Isle de Jean Charles relocation may be
unique"

Ohlmeyer, Garrett

2017

19

Houma Today

"Isle de Jean Charles residents reflect on
storm, future"

Campo, Colin

2020

20

The Courier

"Isle de Jean Charles residents view future
homes for the first time"

Setyawan, Kezia

2021

21

The Courier

"Land for Isle de Jean Charles purchased
by state"

Staff Writer

2018

22

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Local lessons may guide US climate
migration"

Baurick, Tristan

2020

23

Houma Today

"Local flood projects chosen after months
of discussion"

Magill, Keith

2018

24

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Local tribes file complaint with U.N. over
U.S. inaction on climate change"

Sneath, Sara

2020

25

Houma Today

"Meetings to focus on adapting to land
loss"

Ohlmeyer, Garrett

2017

26

The Courier

"Native American tribes express concern
about development on Isle de Jean
Charles"

Setyawan, Kezia

2021

27

Houma Today

"Residents raise concerns about island
relocation project"

Yoshonis, Scott

2019

28

Houma Today

"Searching for a New Home: Work
continues in effort to relocate island
residents"

Ohlmeyer, Garrett

2017

29

Houma Today

"Sense of urgency surrounds Isle de Jean
Charles relocation"

Duchmann, Holly

2018

30

Houma Today

"Sites for relocating island residents
narrowed to three"

Ohlmeyer, Garrett

2017

31

Houma Today

"The pioneers of Isle de Jean Charles
[OPINION]"

Magill, Keith

2019

32

Bloomberg Review

"The toughest climate dilemma: Who gets
saved?"

Flavelle,
Christopher

2016

33

Louisiana Office of
Community
Development (OCD)

"The Resettlement of Isle de Jean Charles:
Report on Data Gathering and
Engagement Phase "

N/A

2016

35

The Lens

"Buy out program, new policies possible
for Louisiana's coastal area residents to
combat erosion, sea level rise"

Hasselle, Della

2018
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36

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Deadline set for residents of vanishing
Isle de Jean Charles to apply for
relocation"

Baurick, Tristan

2020

37

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Film documents Louisiana tribe's
displacement by coastal land loss"

Sneath, Sara

2017

38

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"First residents moving off eroding island
into new homes this spring"

Setyawan, Kezia

2019

39

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Houma sugar farms are finalists for Isle
de Jean Charles resettlement"

Baurick, Tristan

2017

41

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"How much flooding is too much
flooding? Ask Louisiana"

Baurick, Tristan

2017

42

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Isle de Jean Charles tribe looks at moving
entire community north in a first-of-itskind test case"

Wold, Amy

2016

43

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Louisiana coastal communities receive
part of $3.2 million in grants"

Sneath, Sara

2017

44

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Louisiana tribes say federal recognition
will help to face threat of climate change"

Sneath, Sara

2018

45

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"On sinking Isle de Jean Charles, Ida
shredded the few remaining homes"

Baurick, Tristan

2021

46

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Planner chosen for Isle de Jean Charles
resettlement site"

Baurick, Tristan

2017

47

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Retreating from rising sea, state
completes purchase of Isle de Jean Charles
relocation site"

Baurick, Tristan

2019

48

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"State choses site near Thibodaux to
relocate Isle de Jean Charles climate
refugees"

Roberts III,
Faimon A.

2017

49

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"State closes purchase on land for Isle de
Jean Charles climate refugees"

Roberts III,
Faimon A.

2019

50

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"Stay or go? Isle de Jean Charles families
wrestle with the sea"

Jackson, Ted

2016

51

Times-Picayune | New
Orleans Advocate

"UL-Lafayette professor's research focuses
on American Indian tribe living on
vanishing island"

Broussard, Kailey

2016

*Note that the document numbers 34 and 40 were intentionally left off of this list because the articles were
removed during the analysis portion of the study.

106

Appendix B USGS Topographic Map Gallery

Figure C.1- 1964 USGS Topographic Map of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle. Source: U.S. Geological
Survey (USGS).
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Figure C.2- 1994 USGS Topographic Map of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle. Source: U.S. Geological
Survey (USGS).
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Figure C.3- 2012 US Topo Map of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle. Source: U.S. Geological Survey
(USGS).
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Figure C.4- 2015 US Topo Map of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle. Source: U.S. Geological Survey
(USGS).
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Figure C.5- 2018 US Topo Map of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle. Source: U.S. Geological Survey
(USGS).
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Figure C.6- 2020 US Topo Map of the Lake Bully Camp Quadrangle. Source: U.S. Geological Survey
(USGS).
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Appendix C Supplemental Files
File Name

Media Type

Supplemental Quotes

Spreadsheet

Application
Software
Microsoft Excel

File Type

File Size

Description

.xlsx

38.8 kB

Direct quotes
from residents and
actors found in the
policy and media
analyses
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